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I used to keep my shoes outside.

I’d step out of them and over the threshold and into my inside slippers.

But the bugs would come, as they do, in the spring after the frost has melted and their eggs can gestate and hatch and the millipedes would come and - they never did - but if they did, they would come into my shoes and hide in the dark recesses of the front of the shoe. And when I put my foot in, they could crawl and wriggle between my toes, and I would be forced to kick off the shoe and stomp around outside to shake off the terrible feeling of something crawling between my toes.

And then what?

How could I safely re-enter my home, then, if the bottoms of my feet could contaminate the floors on the way to the tub where I’d wash them.

Best to leave the shoes inside, even if it meant that the floor just inside the door was forever contaminated.

A no-go zone.

That’s also where I keep my masks. I have two cloth ones. The clean one goes on the left, and the dirty one on the right.

There’s a hamper in the entryway so I can undress right when I come in, and my inside clothes won’t mix with my outside clothes in the wash.

A coat can go there too, on a hook.

Outside things.
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There are big plumes of smoke on the TV.

Helicopters recording shaky footage from above.

The news station likes to show us the neatly stacked body bags in the streets before they wake up and claw their way out. Frozen ones don’t get up again, but the freezers at the morgue are too full to fit more. Burning them works too. But how can a crematorium keep up if the freezers can’t do it?

“The Risen Walk the Streets” was printed in big black letters at the top of The Herald Newspaper. A higher death count that updated each day. A story of some famous person who’d turned. Talking heads on TV, saying the same things the newspapers said, but nothing new, and nobody really knew.

It soon became a blur of normalized noise, of sensational names - exciting things. “Zombie Plague!” to scare, to sell newspapers.

How can anyone care for very long?

I’ve measured out exactly how much money I need on the countertop of my kitchen, which I sanitized afterwards. It goes into a little plastic bag, and then into the zippered pocket of the jacket so it doesn’t fall out. Tucked in next to the wallet my husband forgot. I can just hand the bag to the cashier, and they don’t even bother counting it, as long as it’s the Woman With the Brown Hair and not the Older Man With a Thick Neck.

I step into my transfer slippers which wait for me in the entryway.

Jacket zipped up.

It barely fits over my belly. I couldn’t find a maternity one at the store. Out of season, out of stock.

So I took it from his closet, even though it still smelled like him. 

It doesn’t anymore, and it’s too big on my shoulders.

Hat on, mask on.

Fresh pair of nitrile gloves in the left pocket. The left pocket is clean, and the right pocket is dirty.

Another pair to use while I put my shoes on, so that I don’t have to wash my hands afterwards.

When I take the gloves off I slide them from the wrist and turn them inside out, so I don’t touch the outsides, and the outsides of the glove never touch the insides of the pocket liner, but it’s a dirty pocket anyway, just in case.

Dirty gloves go in the trash on the street corner.

I drop them on top of the growing pile of gloves, which are stacked on top of an already overflowing pile of trash.

My neighborhood is safe.

I probably won’t see any of them wandering around until I get closer to the store, where it’s busy.

There are normal people here, hugging either side of the sidewalk across from each other with covered faces and downcast eyes and slumped shoulders.

Some of them don’t wear a mask, which I can’t quite wrap my head around. I hold my breath when I walk past them even though they said the masks would keep everything out, but I’m still not sure about that. There are little gaps on either side of the nose where I can’t quite keep it pinched closed especially after it’s been through the wash a few times.

The other ones, the ones who didn’t stay dead. Sick, if that’s what you really want to say. Nobody calls them “The Risen”.

They don’t move fast.

They sort of wait, and stare, or walk toward you if you get too close.

They are especially contagious.

And they stink.

They hang about outside. I walk quickly around them and into the store and relax where the air conditioning works to keep things smelling fresh and the bright fluorescent lights shine off the linoleum floors. They keep it mopped with a big electric Zamboni that’s parked in the employee area around back, where the surplus boxes are piled high on metal shelves from the deliveries from the semi trucks, and if you come early in the morning, like it is now, it’s mostly empty aside from the elderly and the infirm.

Last week they said they hadn’t had any more shipments, and whatever was left on the shelves is whatever they had left.

No more surplus.

The Dial Antibacterial Hand Soap, the Clean and Fresh scent, is nearly gone. I reach into the very back of the shelf to grab the last two.

Someone touches my shoulder.

I thought maybe a store clerk, or someone trying to help… 

It’s one of them.

Touching me, rancid skin and teeth close enough that I could see the whites of its pupils. It grabs the sleeve of the jacket and lunges at me, and it exhales rancid breath, hot into my mask.

We stumbled, I think, and crashed into the shelf, and I could feel it scratching and pulling at my clothing, trying to get to my flesh.

Before I could come to terms with what happened I’d already screamed and shoved it away and run from the store and halfway down the block.

I keep my head down to avoid the furrowed brows above their masks and the frowns hidden behind.

Their heads turn to watch me run, and then look behind me to see if anything is chasing.

The sick ones don’t run, and they don’t follow me.
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How could they let that happen?

The employees would normally come and shove them back outside with their poles that they keep next to the registers. It should have been safe for me to be in there, to get what I needed and leave.

Why then, why me?

I freeze with my foot hovering over the threshold of the entryway. I’ve nearly stepped onto the carpet in my outside shoes.

I’m not thinking straight. I don’t want to make things worse.

Gloves, outside shoes, transfer slippers, right pocket, right hook, coat, hat, shirt, pants, inside slippers, and - oh god, I’d never thought about my socks before, getting dirty in my outside shoes and then I’ve just been wearing them in my inside slippers, too.

Have I contaminated my inside slippers?

Transfer socks.

A scarf.

What am I planning for?

I’m dead now.

I’ll be in a body bag in the street - if they find me - beneath the grainy film of the helicopter cameras.

Inside slippers to the tub where I stand and wait for the water to warm.

I wash from top to bottom.

Shampoo first, rinse it out. Shampoo again, to catch anything I may have missed the first time. Rinse. Conditioner stays in to try and rehydrate my hair - dry from all the washing - while I wash my body starting at my face down to my - my neck.

God it burns.

I touch a tender spot on my neck. A thin film of blood stays on my fingertips for a moment before the water washes it away.

It scratched me.

The one place… I didn’t even think. A narrow strip of exposed skin on my neck. My arms and legs and my head were all covered, the lower half of my face.

I scrub at the scratch with soap until I can’t stand the burning anymore.

Shoulders, pits, arms, what if the water running down with my blood in it is contaminating my tub?

I’ll wash the tub after.

Breasts, belly, back.

Wash my hands before I touch my privates.

Legs, calves, feet.

Wash my hands before I rinse out the conditioner.

Rinse the soap from my skin.

Maybe running water over the scratch will help. I have to look at it.

Rinse off the walls of the shower using a little bucket that I keep inside the shower, and then I turn it upside down when I’m done so mildew doesn’t grow inside.

One more rinse of my skin, one more rinse of the walls.

Water off. Towel.

I wipe my hand across the foggy mirror to see myself more clearly.

Beads of blood well up along the thin red line on my neck.

I have Bayer Bactine and Neosporin Triple Antibiotic I can put on it, and Johnson & Johnson Band-Aids to keep the blood from getting on my clothes.

I don’t have any groceries to unpack and sanitize.

They’re still in my cart, in the soap aisle, probably put away or shoved into the back room by now, maybe claimed by someone who likes the same brands as I do.

Will they still have my soap next week?

What am I planning for?

My heart hasn't slowed down since I was face to face with that nasty thing. I can’t unsee it, and every time it surfaces in my mind it gets worse. Angrier. Sometimes it bites me with chalky teeth and other times it’s faster than it should be, and it screams and chases me around the store.

I press my nails into the palm of my hand each time I think of it. It helps to clear the terrible thoughts, but only for a moment. I turn on the TV but it only makes me worry more. The icy pit in my stomach grows deeper.

Should I bother eating if I’m going to die anyway?

I’d be wasting food.

Wasting it for who? It’s my food.

I rub my hand over my stomach.

What will happen to the baby?

If I die.

If I’m a Risen.

If I’m sick.

I feel absurd. And terrified.
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I have a fever that has broken 100 degrees at least twice in three days.

Sometimes I’m too sore to get up and get the thermometer, to sit there shivering in the bathroom with it under my tongue waiting for it to register while I try not to clack my teeth against the glass.

Before I became bedridden, I took the perishables from the fridge and threw them into the trash, the way we used to do before going on a long trip.

But the trash was full because the trucks hadn’t been around to empty the bins.

So I put it all back.

I tried calling my friends, the Smiths, but they didn’t answer.

They usually did, back when my husband would call and talk for hours. Windows thrown wide open, cord trailing behind and getting caught on the edge of the kitchen counter while he cooked steaks on the cast iron. The house would fill with oily smoke from the pan, and we’d sit out in the yard and watch the neighbors cut their grass and the children fly past on their bikes, him with his glass of whiskey, ice cubes tinkling against the glass every time he took a sip.

I tried writing it all down instead, but it feels foolish to write down your final thoughts in an empty notebook.

What else was I supposed to do?

Day one, journal one:

“Hello, to whom it may concern,”…

“Please take care of my child…”

“I tried my best to survive despite everything happening in the world, and if I had a second chance I’d wear a scarf next time, keep my eyes more peeled, carry my own pole to push them away. Or maybe I’d tell my husband not to go to work. Try harder to get him to stay, and we could still be in this together.”

It feels so absurd.

So never mind about all that.

I tried after that to keep my dirty Kleenex in the trash, separate from the new ones, and I kept track of the things I’d contaminated. Everything from the bed to the bathroom and back needed to be put in the wash or scrubbed or mopped. It was manageable. 

Four days of fever.

I step on the bathroom scale. Nearly 15 pounds down. No symptoms in 24 hours, or had it been 20, I can’t quite remember.

Perhaps I’d survive after all.

No consequence?

No death?

Unless I am already dead, and I just can’t tell.

The face staring back at me in the mirror, although tired and scared, doesn’t seem to carry any of the hallmarks. I have trouble meeting her eyes, but they are the same green they’ve always been. Same pale skin. The normal kind of pale, not the rotting, alabaster or jaundiced kind. Frizzy hair. Eczema on the backs of the hands. Deep cracks on the palms, in the creases between the fingers. Eyebrows a little too thin from a trend when I was young.

And a thin scab on the side of my neck.

Not even red or inflamed.

Had the Bactine done the trick? Or was the Neosporin enough? The water flush or the soap?

I’m not naïve enough to think I am immune, nobody is.

My parents, my husband, my neighbor. I am no different than them, but a glimmer in the back of my mind hoped it could be the case.

I’ll need transfer socks.

And a scarf.
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The Smiths finally answered.

They were quick to invite me over for dinner, drinks, oh wait you’re pregnant, of course only dinner, we’ll save the drinks for when the baby is here and we can all celebrate together.

I was actually just wondering if you had a scarf I could borrow, because the last time I went to the department stores the carpets hadn’t been cleaned and the mannequins are disturbing the way they look off into the distance and you can never be sure if one of their heads will snap towards you, like the way those things do when they hear you walking or breathing from across the room. So I’d rather not go back.

The Smiths don’t live far away, so I walk.

They don’t like wearing masks inside their home, and so they invite me to take mine off too.

“For the baby,” I laugh, and I mean it, but that’s not quite it, and I leave mine on.

I hold my breath when I walk past them and when we hug, and I take short breaths when we stand in the foyer and the entry hall and they ask me how I’m doing and how the baby is doing. Once we are sitting down for dinner I can’t eat with it on, so I ignore the burning feeling inside my chest that comes whenever I let myself inhale some of the air, and the light-headedness when I don’t.

They are clean, they wash their hands, they do their dishes, and they serve meals on clean plates. But I don’t eat the bread, because I would have to touch it with my hands after already having touched the handles of the utensils that are used to serve yourself when the meals are family-style and sitting at the center of the table where everyone can reach.

I only eat with the silverware, which I’ve secretly twisted in the light to be sure they are clean.

Water will do, thank you.

No, I don’t want dessert.

I don’t want to wait for the pie to cook in the oven, because every moment it takes to cook is another moment I need to sit here and remember how to use my face in a pleasant way, and not in the sour way that I know I’ve been resorting to, unconsciously.

They don’t mind me sitting on their couch in my outside clothes.

I keep the jacket on and my hands in my lap.

When they start telling me about their work and the things they do each day, I nod politely and consider whether or not I can put my hat back on after I’ve already taken it off. It’s currently sitting on their foyer table, and in my house the foyer is a no-go zone, but they clearly don’t have the same rules here.

I decide that I will wear it home. It will go straight into the wash to be ready for tomorrow because it’s time to try to go to the store again.

I’ll wash my hair too, just to be sure.

The Smiths say I’m welcome to move in with them, of course, because I must be lonely there in my home all by myself. Surely I will need help with the baby once it comes.

Of course I will ask, I say, I will update, just a phone call away, fine for now. No, you can’t come with me because they won’t allow anyone into the hospitals aside from those who need treating, even if it’s for the birth of a child.

The rules are too strict, they say.

The Smiths are certain, and passionate, so I nod and agree with them.

They tell me people think they need their masks when they’re walking down the street, even though nobody has seen any of those things in the neighborhood.

It’s safe, I agree, but the words feel wrong in my mouth.

As long as we wash our hands and don’t touch our faces, that’s how it’s transmitted, the masks make no difference. The unwashed masses have no bearing as long as we keep ourselves clean.

I agree with them again, of course.

His coworker keeps his on even when the managers aren’t around.

How annoying! I laugh with them, but my face is tired already.

There hasn’t been an outbreak around here, and the effects are not as bad as The News has made it out to be. The deaths of the vulnerable, the elderly and the infirm have inflated the numbers.

The newspapers need something to print.

I agree.
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Even if they claim the numbers aren’t true and that they conflate the death tolls. The front door of the house I’m walking past now is hanging open, and the car is parked crooked in the driveway. The lights in my neighbor’s house have been on, even during the day. My bed at home is empty, and there is nobody on the other end of the line when I call my parents.

I walk fast because I left late.

They convinced me to have pie. It’s been ages, and I couldn’t resist the hot sugary smell that wafted from the bowl that was held out to me.

Consequences.

I used to enjoy the night air, the cold and wetness of it, the quiet and the stars. I would go out when he was late from work, or if he was out with his friends. Take a walk around the block and down to the park, or take the car with the windows down and go off in a direction that didn’t matter, just as long as I was going.

But now I hear things that aren’t there and I see things moving out of the corner of my eye.

The long, skinny shadows of a row of cypress trees.

A cat skittering through the leaves in an alley.

I’m walking much faster than my legs can carry me and I’m certain that the sewer cover a moment ago was the face of one of those things that had melted down into the pavement and was waiting for me to step on it.

Home.

Gloves, outside shoes, transfer socks, transfer slippers, right pocket, right hook, coat, hat, shirt, pants, scarf, inside socks, inside slippers, shower from top to bottom, water off, inside clothes.

Bed.

The windows are closed and the doors are locked. They can’t open doors, but I lock them just in case someone else has the idea to come in who isn’t meant to be here.

On my side of the bed I have two pillows, one for my head and the other to tuck between my knees. The doctor said not to sleep on my back, even though it’s more comfortable.

Everything has been freshly washed of my sickness. The Kleenex thrown out, the carpets around the bed and the bare mattress sprayed with Clorox Liquid Bleach that I’ve diluted with water in a spray bottle, two parts to one.

A steam cleaner would work better, wouldn’t be harsh on the fabrics. But the one we bought last year needs repairs.
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The hospital is a little further away.

Still close enough to walk, but when you wait too long and the contractions intensify, and there are no pay phones between here and there and there’s no way to tell which doors are safe to knock on, the right thing to do is to leave early so that you don’t have to call the ambulance and end up giving birth in the bathtub, because the EMT’s would wear their outside shoes to come and help, and the blood would sit in the tub until you were able to return home, and it would stain.

How clean could a tub even be?

Surely not enough to give birth in, even if it was freshly scrubbed.

So I left right when the contractions started, with a backpack filled to the brim of things I bought months ago when I could still choose the things that I wanted.

The shelves were a wall of brightly colored, name-brand choices.

Safe choices.

Pampers Ultra Dry Thins, Pampers Baby Fresh Wipes, one can of Gerber Good Start Iron Fortified Infant Formula, a Looney Tunes Lovables Gerber baby bottle. A change of clothes for myself and the baby.

I make it there in a reasonable amount of time, despite having to stop sometimes on street corners to let a contraction pass.

I pause again at the hospital doors.

The waiting room is full.

The check-in counter is at the far side of the room, which is filled with rows of chairs, and each of them is filled with people.

Some of them are coughing.

I’ve stood still long enough for the automatic doors to close, so I take a small step to open them again.

Two rows of chairs line the walls just inside the door, and they are also filled with people. These ones have little disposable thermometers in their mouths, the ends of which are sticking out from between their lips. They’ve pulled down their masks to their chins or have them hanging from one ear or bunched up in their hands on their laps or tucked into pockets where I can’t see them.

Just past them there is a table, and standing behind the table is a man with several little cardboard boxes in front of him, and a woman who is checking a clipboard and her watch at the same time.

My heart is pounding.

I wait and watch to see what I’m supposed to do.

The Woman With the Watch and Clipboard calls a name, and a young woman and her child rise from the chairs near the entrance and shuffle to the table. Both of them present their disposable paper thermometers. She looks at the papers and then nods and holds out a little plastic-lined trash can with a gloved hand. The woman and girl drop the papers in and proceed to the waiting room, towards a roped-off line that snakes towards the check-in counter.

The Woman With the Watch and Clipboard calls another name, and a broad-shouldered man responds.

I take a breath and hold it before I cross into the stale air to wait in line one arm’s length behind him.

Once it’s my turn I step up to the table, and The Man With the Little Cardboard Boxes asks me my name.

“Miller,” I answer, letting out as little air as possible. “Laura Miller,” I clarify, when he doesn’t make a move to mark anything down, but then I realize that the Woman With the Watch and Clipboard is writing instead.

“2:34,” she says, which is only two minutes from now, and the Man With the Little Cardboard Boxes hands me a disposable thermometer with a gloved hand and tells me to put it beneath my tongue and to have a seat.

The Woman With the Watch and Clipboard calls another name.
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It’s a little high for what we like to see, she says.

I’ve been walking, and my coat-

Try again. Take your coat off, and your mask.

Can I go outside?

No.

The contractions have slowed since I arrived.

I consider leaving just to save myself the trouble of staying here and breathing the air when I don’t really have to.

I could try again tomorrow - but then another contraction comes, and it hurts.

So I sit near the door where the air is more fresh and put the little plastic - I thought it was paper - rectangle beneath my tongue and pray that it isn’t as high this time. I zip the jacket down enough to let hot air escape, and hold the mask a little away from my face.

It’s not.

The Woman With the Watch and Clipboard holds out the plastic-lined trash can and I drop it in, and take an extra mask from one of the boxes in front of the Man With the Little Cardboard Boxes, just in case.

I hold my breath in the line that snakes toward the check-in counter.

My lungs burn in protest to the little sips of air I take.

There is a dull ache in my hips and my lower back from the contractions which still haven’t come back in full force, but I’ve been here long enough to count at least fifty of them since I came inside.

If they take my temperature again it will be high, I know, because a layer of sweat has gathered on my brow. I can feel it collecting the dust in the air, and my skin is crawling because the person behind me has stayed well within an arm’s reach of me no matter how many times I inch away.

Labor and delivery, please, I tell the nurse behind the counter once it’s my turn.

No, I don’t need a wheelchair, I say, but they sit me in one anyway because it’s a liability if I don’t. I put my bag on my lap and they wheel me through ahead of everyone else who is waiting in the waiting room, and I’m grateful that I don’t have to sit next to them because they are all coughing and grimacing or sweating or just sitting normally as if nothing is wrong.
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The halls and the rooms have shining linoleum, although I doubt that the hospital has a Zamboni hiding somewhere in the back. There are supply closets whose lights only come on when you open the door, with rows of paper and plastic instruments that have been sanitized and…

A contraction takes my thoughts away, and I breathe against it because there’s not enough room in the wheelchair to shift my hips to a better position.

I’m brought to my own room with a bed and a curtain and a bathroom and a chair for someone to sit in. I put my bag on it and pick up the neatly folded gown at the foot of the bed.

My shoes go… 

Another contraction, and I hold on to the frame at the foot of the bed.

They’ve been walking here and outside.

I…

…slip off my shoes next to the chair. The jacket. Onto the chair, laid out flat next to the bag.

There is a nurse with bright pink scrubs who comes in to ask me when the conception date was, when my due date is.

Am I not in the system?

No visitors, she reminds me.

I'm alone, I reply.

The Bright Pink Nurse nods.

I continue undressing, trying to remember what things go where, and what has been touching, and where I’ve stood already and where it’s okay to stand, but the nurse is walking all around, turning things on and putting things in places while she talks to me. Doesn’t that mean she is tracking things around on the bottoms of her shoes?

You will have to keep your mask on, for our safety.

I haven’t touched it.

She helps me into the gown, but doesn’t wait for the next contraction to pass. She keeps talking as I breathe through it, asking questions I hadn’t considered, and I nod or shake my head at each one, unsure if it’s right or not.

Will you be circumcising? Do you consent to an emergency C-section? We recommend formula, did you bring your own?

Please sign here...

This time she has to wait for another contraction to finish, because I can’t move my hand.

…and here. 

The anesthesiologist comes in as I’m having another, but I can’t hear what he’s saying. As soon as that one passes his voice comes in again, telling me that I have to sit still if I want the epidural.

I sit on the edge of the bed, and I shiver as he rubs something cold on my bare back.

He tells me to take a deep breath, and when I exhale he presses in a needle that feels more like being impaled than getting a shot, but in the end he allows me to lie down.

The room is cold enough to make me shiver, but whatever is flowing into my spine is warm.

Bright Pink Nurse shows me a button to press and turns the lights low and tells me that I should try and get some rest until baby is ready to come.

She calls me Mom but it only makes me think of my own.

I don’t have my pillows here.

Is it okay for me to lay on my back now that I’m here? I don’t think I could shift to my side even if I wanted to, with the ants that are now crawling inside my feet, making their way up to my knees.

I’m not a Mom yet.

Did my mom get called that too, when she and my father were waiting for me?

She’d told me she wanted to be here with me.

I press a finger into my thigh.

I can feel it far away.
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The top of my stomach is burning.

It’d been contracting as I slept, although it really wasn’t so much sleep as it was waiting with my eyes closed. The epidural was working well enough that I spent the time wondering if it was okay to touch the plastic rails on the sides of the bed that lift up and down. I decided it was fine, because in a hospital they sanitize everything.

Bright Pink Nurse checks me and says that it’s time.

Something in the back of my mind agrees, but panic bubbles in my throat anyway.

She leaves and comes back again, this time with another nurse who I haven’t met yet, and he doesn’t introduce himself until after my feet are up in the air and the sheet has been pulled away and a strong beam of light angled to illuminate my privates but at that point I didn’t care.

When I exhale it blows hot air up into my eyes and cools the sweat on my brow, and an uncomfortable pressure has worked its way through the blissful numbing of the epidural.

New Nurse tells me to push, and I do.

Bright Pink Nurse tells me I’m doing a good job. I cry when she offers to hold my hand, or maybe I was already crying and I just hadn’t noticed. For a moment I really do feel like a Mom and that there isn’t much else I’d like to be in the world. I wrap my fingers around her blue nitrile glove, trying not to squeeze too hard.

She stands by my side while New Nurse is waiting and watching and sometimes prodding at something down there.

The door opens again and this time a doctor comes in. Calm, cool, already wearing safety glasses and a paper hat and a mask and a cape tied around the front, and gloves which go to his elbows.

New Nurse moves out of the way and The Doctor takes a position between my legs.

He tells me to push, and I do.

What are we having, he asks, as if he were a waiter asking for my order.

David, I answer, as if it makes sense.

I put off picking a name until just now. Just in case he came back. And right now it’s the only name that comes to my mind, because even though Bright Pink Nurse is here, I really wish it was him. I sob, and push.

The Doctor doesn’t have time to ask any more questions, because his hands are busy as the pressure finally releases and floods out of me all at once.
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Sign here.

And here.

Fill out this form before you leave.

Baby’s social security card will be provided to you by mail. If your postal service is no longer operational, it will be held at the county registrar's office. Did you bring a car seat?

The car is gone.

How are you getting home?

I thought I would walk, but now that I look down at myself and at The Baby and all the things Bright Pink Nurse shoved into my hands before her shift ended, baby blankets and paperwork and swaddles, if I had a grocery cart perhaps I’d be able to -

Would you like a ride? From the ambulance.

I have questions about whether I’m being invited to sit in the front seat or in the back where the stretchers go, and how will I hold The Baby, where will I put my things. The floor of an ambulance is especially dirty.

I can tell that I’m taking too long to answer so I say

Yes

because I can’t think of another way.

It’s an hour before they find a wheelchair because I’m still not allowed to walk. It’s in worse shape than the one I first sat in. The fabric of the seat is torn up so there’s no way they’re going to be able to sanitize the bits of stuffing that are coming out. I already asked them for another, but they said they had none available, so I’ll have to deal with having a dirty bottom.

It’s just going to get dirty from sitting in the ambulance next.

Three hours go by, and three times they come to take the wheelchair to give it to someone else but I insist that they don’t, because the ambulance will be here any moment.

I’ve already taken off the gown and thrown it into the pile of sheets that were pulled off the bed and tossed onto the floor. So now I’m sitting on the bare plastic mattress in my outside clothes.

His jacket hangs especially loose on me now. My stomach is still big, but not as much as before, and my pants move around too much on my hips.

When the ambulance finally arrives they wheel me back out through the shining linoleum hallways toward a different entrance than the one I came in by.

It’s odd to carry The Baby outside of my body.

In my arms rather than safe inside me.

He’s sharing the same air with everyone else out here. I can’t put a mask on him, so I tent a blue and pink striped hospital swaddle over him instead.

The hospital seems quieter on this side, and only half the lights are turned on. Rooms are empty and dark. Nobody is at the nurse’s station near the back door.

The overhead lights in the covered driveway spill out into the darkened street.

There are a lot of them gathered there on the other side of the chain-link fence, standing or walking listlessly, and they don’t turn their attention to us until the EMT turns the key in the ignition.

When we are ready to leave a few security guards appear and shove them back, first with batons and then with the fence itself. It’s only opened wide enough to allow the ambulance to get out.

The EMT behind the wheel inches the car through the gap, pushing against the stubborn ones with the bumper.

I don’t bother putting on my seatbelt because it’s not far and we aren’t going that fast anyway. If the EMT cares he doesn’t say anything. He said something to me when I was first climbing in, but I’m not sure what it was, and it’s too late to ask.

We’ve made it through the crowd gathered outside the hospital, but I know there are more hiding in the shadows. Their eyes are jerking toward the sound of the engine and following its progress down the street, and some of them amble toward us but not in a way that makes me worried, because they can’t open doors.

The headlights and streetlights show me all the grotesque things in front of us, the stubborn ones who hadn’t gotten out of the way of a vehicle in time, tire tracks through the muck. Trash. A suitcase and a purse.

My stomach is sick anyway, and I don’t want to look.

I keep my eyes focused on the green lights of the instrument panel. I don’t look too closely at the used gloves whose fingers are dangling from one of the cubby holes.

An orange light out my window catches my eye, and it grows brighter as we approach.

The movie theater is on fire.

Smoke is billowing out, and the sign which shows the titles and times has fallen off and tumbled into the street. The bricks are scorched. Half-burning leaflets are floating out of the front door along with ash and embers. Several of them are standing there with their clothes burning but they do nothing to quench the flames that have charred their skin.

Burning doesn’t work after all.

The EMT drives around the sign.
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I didn’t think about what to do with The Baby once I was inside.

Shoes, gloves…

I hold him in my arms and stare at the cubby where my outside shoes go.

I can’t set him on the floor.

Can I?

For just a moment.

His swaddle would go in the hamper…and we are both already dirty.

I set him down on the floor and pull on a pair of gloves…

No, my hands are already dirty, so I just pull the shoes off and put them in the cubby without wasting a pair of gloves, and…

Yes. A pair of transfer socks first, and then my transfer slippers.

Coat, hat… in the hamper, not the hook.

They’re too dirty now.

My clothes go in the hamper, and the spare clothes from the bag, and then the swaddles.

The spare stack of diapers aren’t clean anymore either so I pick them up and put them on the floor next to the door.

I should have left them behind in the hospital. Told Bright Pink Nurse no thank you, or I can’t, and I wouldn’t be wasting them because I just can’t trust them, because they were in here with everything else and not in their own plastic bag.

I wish she was here now, and maybe I could hold her nitrile glove again, and she could hold The Baby for me.

I’ll have to put a trash can in here later, next to the door. With a plastic liner. I can keep the box of spare liners in here too, near the threshold where I can reach it from both sides.

A bulb for sucking up amniotic fluid and snot from his nose and throat. I set it on the floor near the hamper so I can pick it up later and wash it in the kitchen sink.

The backpack. Can I wash it?

I put it in the hamper, and stuff it down because now the hamper is full.

Is the formula still good?

I hold it up and think about all the times inside the hospital where I opened it and put the lid on the little rolling table next to my bed which would have been sanitized before I was checked in. But what about the bottoms of the food trays which were carried in on a cart from the hospital’s kitchen? Did they sanitize those? I put the formula down next to the pile of diapers on the floor, where the new trash can will go, because it’s not worth trying to salvage it. I can open a new can in the kitchen and start fresh.

I slip the diaper off The Baby and put it in the pile, and then I slip off my own too, the hospital-issued pad which spans from my belly button to my lower back. It’s heavy and saturated with blood.

I step from my transfer slippers into my inside slippers, and we walk naked to the bathroom together and turn on the faucets for the sink and the shower so the water can start to get warm.

There is a bouncer chair for infants that I’ve already set up in the bathroom so I have somewhere to put him when I’m showering or using the restroom or brushing my teeth. I planned to wash him first and then set him in there while I took my turn to wash, but I freeze.

I can’t hold him after if I’m dirty.

It will just make him dirty again… 

And he is dirty now, so I can’t set him down to wash myself first otherwise he will make the bouncer dirty.

He is beginning to squirm and cry, because he hasn’t had any milk since we left the hospital, and I think he might be cold, and there is a trickle of blood working its way down the inside of my thigh, and it will soon soak into my sock.

If I…

No. That won’t work.

Unless - I… need a barrier.

I can drape the swaddle over my shoulder and my stomach.

And then I can wash him.

And then hold him without getting him dirty again.

I fill up his baby tub in the sink with warm water, and lay him in it and wash him using the baby soap which I’ve had waiting for him on my bathroom counter.

He cries while he’s in the tub, and even harder after I take him out, but I dry him and dress him and set him in the bouncer and hurry to the hamper to shove in the swaddle, and then back to the shower where I wash myself starting from the top.

I want to pepper his face with kisses and soothe and rock him but I can’t until I’m clean.
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Everything is in its place.

Diaper cream, fresh diapers, and a box of tissues are all on the changing table. His bassinet is next to my bed, and nearby are spare sheets and outfits, wipes and burping cloths and swaddles, and the little plastic suction bulb which has been sanitized in a pot of boiling water.

I keep a separate sponge for his bottles, which is on the left of the dish sponge. I don’t want the residue from my plates to get into his bottles and taint the flavor of the milk.

Six bottles of pre-measured water on the counter.

One scoop of formula when he’s ready to eat.

Six feedings between 8 p.m. and 8 a.m.

I feed him, burp him, change him, and rock him back to sleep.

Then I sleep.

It feels like only a moment.

And then we do it again.

In a week we’ll need to go back to the store. I have the cash counted and sealed in a plastic bag.

I couldn’t remember if the cost for a thirteen-ounce can was $2.40 or $2.30, so I’ll double-check the price on the shelf and hand the cashier the whole bag either way.

The Woman With the Brown Hair won’t count it, but the Older Man With a Thick Neck will.

He’ll try to hand me back the dime.

I’ll tell him to put it in the plastic dish for loose change that is screwed into the countertop next to the register.

The backpack is clean and hung up on the mantel to dry. I rolled up the changing pad and stuffed it on top so I can reach it first. Diapers beneath that, wipes beneath those, and at the bottom, a spare outfit. Clean formula bottle on the left, dirty bottle goes back on the right. A plastic bag to keep everything separate.

The Baby goes in the chest carrier, then the jacket on top, and I zip it up over him. We share the scarf that the Smiths gave me. I wrap it around my neck and over his head before putting my hat on.

I inhale the scent of his scalp before I put it on, and kiss the crown of his head.

Fresh pair of nitrile gloves in the left pocket of the coat.

A fresh pair of gloves to put my shoes on.

When I take the gloves off, I slide them from the wrist and turn them inside out, so I don’t touch the outsides, and the outsides of the glove never touch the insides of the pocket liner.

The right pocket is dirty, and the dirty gloves go on top of the pile of overflowing trash in the bin on the street corner.
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The floors are dull and scuffed, and the air is stale.

There were some wandering outside as there normally are, and I walked quickly around them as I normally do.

One of them is standing at the till in the place where the cashier would stand.

It’s facing away from me, and its head is tilted too far, to the point where its ear is resting on its shoulder.

I hurry past but out of the corner of my eye I see its head snap to me, because the cart I picked has a squeaky wheel in the front.

A bead of sweat is dripping down the back of my neck and my hat is hot against my forehead.

One in the nearly empty canned food aisle.

Two more standing near the apples, which have all shriveled and are leaking sticky juice down the side of the stand.

Another back by the dairy fridges.

I walk quickly to the aisle that has baby items and greeting cards, and grab things quickly. I’ve memorized the list, but the items are slipping away quickly with my pounding heart. Three cans of Gerber Good Start Iron Fortified Infant Formula, one Baby Magic Baby Lotion, one Johnson & Johnson Hypoallergenic Baby Bath Soap.

Bath isle, the one with adult soaps.

There is one standing at the end, and its eyes are on me right away.

Two Herbal Essences Rose Hip Shampoo

it’s walking toward me

two Herbal Essences Rose Hip Conditioner

it’s too close for me to reach the hand soap and lotion.

I turn around and loop around the store once.

The one standing by the dairy fridges has moved, I’m not sure where.

As I’m about to turn down another aisle I see - I didn’t notice before - blue spray paint on the wall at the back of the store.

Illegible words scrawled above the doorframe.

An arrow points at the EXIT sign.

A diamond shape with a line through the center.

Parts of the paint have been applied too heavily, and long streaks of it have run down the wall and made tiny puddles on the floor.

The paint is still glistening and wet.

Sweat is falling into my eyes and burning. I wipe my eyes with a clean part of the back of my sleeve.

I’m not sure what the paint is for, or if I’m meant to understand it, and I can’t figure out why someone would paint here, or what the arrow means.

Do they mean I should go back there?

And who are they?

Sweat runs down my back and gathers in my waistband.

I’ve never been back there into the storeroom, only glimpsed it if an employee walked through at the same time I was there. I wouldn’t know where to go in there, or what to expect.

I push the cart, and my shoes slap through a puddle on the floor, meltwater that has seeped from the dairy fridges which no longer hum their low tones.

The nearly barren canned food aisle is empty now.

Two cans of Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom Soup, and Campbell’s Chicken Noodle Soup (no salt added), and two cans Del Monte Sliced Peaches (in peach juice).

I can’t find the 

four cans Green Giant Unsweetened Corn

I could substitute it for

four cans Value-Mart Unsweetened Corn

instead, the price is only 5¢ per can difference, and I could tell the teller - there is no teller - I’ll take it and hopefully -

There is a small squeak of a damp shoe sliding on the linoleum on one side of the aisle. One of them has rounded the corner and is now hobbling towards me.

I take the cans of corn and turn to leave.

There is another one.

At the other end.

One ahead and one behind.

I can’t get by either way, or up over, or push the shelf. I spin to watch one, and then the other, trying to see, but I’m dizzy and the air inside my mask is hot.

I look down at The Baby.

He has been squirming.

I think his diaper is wet.

He is letting out little whimpers, and he will begin to cry soon.

I shush him to comfort him but the mask blows hot air up into my eyes.

If I…

I have to leave - I …

A sob comes out with my breath, and I run, try to run but my legs are hollow, and I push my cart in front of me, into its body so I can move it out of the way, just like how the EMT used the bumper of the ambulance, and I’ll just not touch the front of the cart afterwards, and I can -

It leans over the front of the cart to try to reach me.

I push a little harder.

It falls backwards and lands with a wet crunch as its skull smacks into the linoleum.

I breathe to try and keep myself from throwing up - I dry heave - and breathe and move away from it because it’s still trying to sit up and the noises that are coming from its throat - I heave again -

Focus.

The soaps isle. Then the cleaner isle. Dial Antibacterial Soap. Vaseline… Ajax Cleanser. Four gallons of Clorox. One more, an extra, and… I can’t remember -

The Baby is crying. The sound puts a twist of anxiety in my gut.

I’m nearly done, I tell him.

Once I reach the front of the store, I can use the conveyor belt as a flat surface to lay down the changing pad, but I won’t have time, I don’t know where they’ve gone and I can’t look at the one gurgling on the floor.

The one standing behind the till. His head - its head - is bent over to one side, and it’s facing me now so I can see his apron and his face and his sagging skin.

The Older Man With a Thick Neck

He’s hardly recognizable.

I dry heave again.

He’s closer now, and is moving toward the end of the counter where the Bag Boy used to work during the summertime when school was out.

I reach for the zippered breast pocket of the jacket - his jacket - his wallet is still here. The plastic bag of cash nearly falls because I can’t control my hands, and the hair on my neck is standing up because I think something is right behind me, and I put the bag on the counter to pay and go around the tills to the door.

I forgot to check the price.

There is no teller.

He would have tried to give back the dime.

The ones who are outside have gotten closer to the door. The Baby is crying. His face is red now, and little sobs are escaping my throat too. I want so desperately to rip my mask off because sweat and tears are falling into my open mouth.

I keep walking fast and pushing the cart over the uneven pavement of the parking lot until I reach the sidewalk because there aren’t so many out here on the street so I can take The Baby out for just a moment to change him and soothe him before any of them come close.

I take the clean gloves from my left pocket -

They are inside out.

They are dirty.

I heave again.

The left pocket has clean gloves in it but these are inside out.

I reach into the dirty pocket.

It’s empty.

I’ve switched them up. But how could I? I always put the clean ones in the left pocket and the dirty ones in the right and -

The Baby is still crying but I can’t take him out because my hands are not clean and I have no clean gloves where they should have been, how could I have switched them up?

I always have -

I push the cart because I can’t think of anything else, and I hurry so that his cries don’t bring more of them to follow us home.

I can leave the cart outside of my front door when we get home.

One of them touched the front of the cart - and it fell and hit its head - I pull the mask away from my face to throw up on the pavement.
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I keep the blinds closed all the time, but sometimes I lift up the slats to peer out into the yard.

There was one standing out there late last night.

I was waiting for a bottle to finish warming, walking and patting him on the back while he squirmed and buried his face in my chest.

I’ve never seen one in my neighborhood before now. Dread grew as I stared at the ceiling last night instead of sleeping, and when I woke up the first thing I did was check the window again.

It’s still there.

I press my face to the blinds to see if there are any more. The window is cold, and my breath fogs up the glass. There is a rotting smell seeping through the minuscule gaps along the edges of the vinyl casing.

The outside air?

I sniff, and sniff again, hoping that it’s not. But it is. I check the window in our bedroom, and The Baby’s nursery, and the window next to the front door, and each time I can tell it’s there.

It’s been seeping in slowly. It’s not that much, but how much is too much? How much of the outside air is getting in and how much are we breathing while we sleep?

The things in my supply closet are entirely within my husband’s domain. If I’d have told him about the leak he would have known what to do.

All I can find is a half-used roll of Manco Duck Tape.

I cut strips of it with my kitchen shears. The tape is gummy and my shears are too dull, so it slips between the blades rather than cutting. But I get enough, and I slide them carefully behind the blinds so that I can seal the leak without alerting the one standing in the yard, in case it can see me there in the window.

Its clumsy work, and a lot of it gets stuck to the blinds.

My heart leaps every time I jostle them too much.

I pause and wait with my ears strained to be sure I haven’t alerted it.

I can’t bring myself to peek out again.

Half the roll is gone, but I can’t feel the air moving anymore around the kitchen window.

How long had we been unsafe this way?

The masks exist for a reason, and I close the windows for a reason, but they had been leaking all along.

I run out of tape after the second window.

I pulled the blinds up for that one because I knew there were none of them wandering around on that side of the house, and I taped it from the edge of the glass to the wooden windowsill, all the way around.

I double check the supply closet for anything else.

An untouched roll of Scotch Heavy-Duty Packing Tape. I spend 10 minutes trying to find the start but I can’t. A tube of Alex Plus Paintable Caulk but no caulking gun to squeeze it out, but I’m sure it wouldn’t matter because the tube is hard and dry.

The hardware store is close enough to walk.
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There aren’t any more newscasters on TV, or scientists to sit across their shining glass tables to answer questions about our safety or what the numbers look like this week.

It’s just a panel of brightly colored rectangles and a low, sustained tone that follows me into the entryway.

Baby carrier, transfer slippers, coat, scarf, hat, gloves, shoes -

I’m still not sure how I mixed up my pockets. 

The right pocket is always dirty.

Dirty bottles go on the right.

My sponge on the right, his on the left.

The grocery store cart is still parked outside the door.

I’d forgotten about it.

After we got home, I’d brought the groceries in one by one and placed them onto the floor of the entryway, and after that I stood inside crying with The Baby, and then finally I changed him on the changing pad on the floor.

Another load in the hamper.

Another shower.

I then carried each item from the foyer to my kitchen sink, where I washed the outsides of the containers with Dawn and then sanitized them with Clorox and then set them on a dish towel to dry. I washed and sanitized my sink, too.

I take the cart with me to get it away from the door.

I don’t want the reminder that I’d stolen an extra bottle of Clorox Bleach, and I can’t think of that sound anymore, of its head - I breathe. I can keep the thought away if I press my nails into my palm to distract my mind anytime it haunts me.

The front wheel squeaks down the driveway, catching the attention of the one that’s been standing in the front yard.

It begins to follow me but I walk quickly and don’t look back.

I wonder if there are any neighbors around to hear me squeak by. If the rows of cookie-cutter homes have anything different on the insides. If they’re gone or if they’re hiding the way I am.

The house with speckled curtains has a family car in the driveway.

The curtains are drawn.

A wife from a few houses down used to go out in her yard with her hydrangea bushes every Saturday, pretending to prune them while waiting for anyone to compliment the large blooms. Automatic sprinklers have allowed the weeds to grow tall and strong.

The gloves go in the trash on the street corner, on top of the pile of the ones that are all inside out. All of them came from the right pocket, aside from one pair at the very top.

A brand new pair.

I take the gloves from my right pocket, yes, the right pocket. I check again. They are inside out and dirty, and I toss them on top.

They partially hide the clean, incriminating ones.

I park the cart next to the trash.

I’ll take it with me next time I go to the grocery store. I adjust it so it’s straight with the edge of the sidewalk to make it seem like it’s been parked there on purpose and not abandoned.

The post office is on the way to the hardware store, and I want to check to see if they are open and if they have his social security card or any junk mail that I can sort through on my kitchen counter because it might make me feel normal.

Mail trucks are parked in neat rows toward the back of the parking lot, but aside from those, the lot is empty.

The front door is locked.

I press my face against the glass.

The interior is dark and there are envelopes on the floor that look like they’ve been trampled on.

Around the back, the rear door is open, but I’m not brave enough to go in. It’s dark inside, and I’ve never seen the interior of the Employees Only section so I’m not sure what to expect.

I stick to the center of the road, and I don’t look at the shop fronts on either side of me, or the windows of the apartments above them because I don’t want to see any eyes looking at me whether they have white pupils or not.

There is a game that I play to help pass the time until I make it to the parking lot of the hardware store, a rhythm to my steps so that my left foot is even numbered and my right foot is odd.

One TWO one TWO one foot is heavier than the other, and the number is louder, I can count up or I can start over, and sometimes my foot touches a painted stripe in the road and other times I have to sidestep to avoid something gross spilled in my path.

The door to the hardware store is open.

The inside is dark there, too.

I’ve been here a few times. Followed him up and down the aisles while he stared at things with such intense silence that I felt like I was crawling out of my skin while I was waiting.

A new backsplash for the kitchen. Too many colors and shapes to choose from.

Brass fittings or plastic for the new hose in the yard?

We’ll need to think about replacing the water heater soon.

Some of those trips led to petty, heated arguments that have given the memories a grimy residue of guilt. They felt so important, so big at the time.

I slip my backpack off and retrieve a plastic grocery bag.

I know what aisle the tape is in, so I go in before I lose the nerve to do so, but I freeze at the entrance as my eyes adjust to the darkness.

I wasn’t sure - at first I thought… my eyes, and I wasn’t expecting - but yes, they are.

A mass of shopping carts fills the center aisle.

They have been shoved in and thrown haphazardly on top of one another until they’ve formed a tangled bramble of wire and wheel and handle all the way up to the ceiling tiles, which have been lifted up and out of the way, pushed upwards by the mountain of carts. Wiring for the lights and the ductwork for the air conditioning are visible within the darkened, toothless gaps.

Carts have fallen down over the top of the shelves and into the aisles on either side.

I don’t want to touch them but I have to push some of them aside to go in, and the further I go the more I worry about being trapped.

There is something in here with me, at least one of them, toward the back.

I can hear it stepping on debris that’s been left on the floor.

Three rolls of Manco Duck Tape and one John’s Hardware brand caulk gun, even though I’ve never used one before, and one tube of Alex Plus Paintable Caulk. There were lots to choose from, but this is the same as the one I found at home.

I put all of it in my plastic bag and tie the handles together and shove it back in my backpack and leave.

I slow my breathing, try to steady my heart.

The Baby has been quiet. I move my mask just enough to kiss him on the crown of his head.

He sleeps a lot in the carrier.

I’m glad for the silence, but I also miss him when he’s asleep.

I could take the short way home but I don’t.

Partly because the sun is still plenty high, but mostly because it would carry me past the hospital, and I don’t want to see how many are gathered outside the fence now or if the fence even stands, and I don’t want to know what else has burned in the theater fire.
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The door is open.

The door to our house.

I look again. Door open. Not dark here. A rainbow of bright colors splash the walls. A low tone that I can hear from the lawn. The TV, the rectangles of colors where the newscasters used to be. The silhouette of a person standing in my living room. In front of the TV, its back turned to me.

One of them - the one from the yard?

The noise.

The tone.

It followed, but the door.

Why the door? Can it open doors? It can’t stay, it needs to get out, how?

Poles at the store, batons at the hospital, but I have none, and my entryway is only a place for my outside things, soft things, a hamper is too heavy to throw.

I could - I need something - to hit, to destroy, get it out.

No tools, no - a bat? Inside his old sports bag.

I force my feet to move inside, over the threshold, onto the carpet in my outside shoes. I can feel the bottoms rubbing against the fabric.

To the garage door, open it carefully, but the hinges squeak and the noise shoots up my spine.

 Quickly across the empty concrete floor - the car is gone - to an old shelf.

His bag is not where I thought it would be.

Where?

Higher.

I pull - it’s heavy - it clatters to the ground before I can stop it from falling, I hold my breath and squeeze my eyes shut against the dust.

The car is stuck on the freeways somewhere, or maybe in the parking lot of his job.

Unzip it to find his baseball bat, an aluminum one he used to play with when he was young.

My hands shake as I lift it up.

It’s not heavy.

Can I push? With the top of it?

It’s in the garage with me, followed me in. I made too much noise and The Baby is crying. Did I hit him with the bag? Did it fall on him?

I should have opened the overhead garage door so I could lead it out, but the button to open it is there on the wall, over its shoulder.

Smash it, hit it over the head, make it stop.

He could have hit it harder than I can. He would have done this for me.

I raise the bat higher, but my stomach twists. The sound, it will make the sound. I yell because I can’t think fast enough, and I’m breathing so hard that my mask is sucking into my mouth, keeping the air away.

I back into the corner and let it come because I can’t think of anything else.

My arms move, I watch it happen, the bat hits its forehead and bounces off and rings and vibrates my arms through the handle - again - a crack, it stumbles, again, my arms hurt, they’re numb.

It’s slowed a little, stumbled a half a step, I run around it, into the house - can it open doors? I slam the door and lock it and wait with the bat raised, breathing and shaking until I can be sure it won’t unlock the door somehow.

The car keys are in his pocket, with his body.

Did this one have keys? A wife waiting somewhere, just like me?

It walks into the door, I can barely hear it shuffling over my panting and The Baby’s crying.

Tears soak the top of my mask.

A gentle thud as it bumps into the other side of the door, but the handle doesn’t move, and the door stays closed.

He could be anywhere by now.
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The carpet of the living room, and the carpet on the way to the garage. What else? The door? The handle?

How did it get in?

I always close the front door.

The TV is still on.

I turn it off and the room is thrown into darkness, and I inch my way carefully back to the light switch by the front door so I don’t touch anything else. A tension is building behind my eyes.

Its outside shoes were on the carpet.

Mine too.

What else?

I pry my fingers off the handle of the baseball bat. There is gross stuff on the -

Put it down. Put it in the entryway. It’s dirty there.

I don’t leave things on. I turn them off. Why did I leave the TV on?

What do I do?

It’s too dirty.

The air leaking in around the garage door is worse than the windows. Bigger gaps, especially at the bottom, and all around the edges. That thing is in there, breathing, pressing its face up to the door each time we make a sound.

Check the deadbolt again. Unlock it and lock it so I can see that it’s done. The TV is off. The door is closed and the TV is off.

Get the tape out of the bag. Take it to the garage, to tape the gap. I’m still in my outside shoes. My foot hovers over the threshold between the carpet and the entryway.

Should I change my shoes?

My floor is dirty. No. I can’t wear my inside slippers, or they’ll be dirty.

Tape the gap.

Straight to the garage door, large paces so I don’t soil the carpet even more.

Three layers all the way around.

It thuds its body against the door with each noisy unfurling of the roll, hinges rattling softly until they are dampened by the tape.

I need to take The Baby out, but there is nowhere to put him. Even if I do take him out and place him on a swaddle to change him and feed him, where can I put him after that?

Everything is dirty, and so then he will be dirty, and I can’t put him back in the baby carrier.

Clean first.

Then I can help him.

The steam cleaner still needs repairs, so I’ll use the spray bottle instead, and the new bottles of Bleach under the kitchen sink, and some rags, and I’ll refill the spray bottle as it empties because I end up using a whole one just to clean the walls and the floor next to the garage door.

Clean from top to bottom.

Spray and then wipe, rinse the rag and then spray and wipe again to get the residue off, over and over until I know that it’s safe.

Working backwards towards the entryway, cleaning my own footsteps too, so I don’t contaminate anything else, getting the walls in case I touched something without noticing, or in case it bumped into them when it was chasing me.

The Baby has been in the carrier for too long now. I didn’t stop on the way home because I thought I had time.

I shush him, squinting through the hot air that blows up into my eyes, and I keep working. I’m sweating and my back and shoulders hurt, but I have to hurry because he needs me.

Had it rubbed its legs against the couch or the coffee table or braced its shoulder against the wall as it made its way toward the TV? Had it pressed its face or its hands on the screen, wanting to get closer to the noise?

It’s all too dirty.

Worse than outside, but it goes away when I use the Bleach.

My eyes are burning and The Baby is screaming, but I can’t take him out until I’m done.
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The bat is clean, and I threw it outside. I don’t want to look at it anymore.

I wipe the door handles on both sides of the front door.

Unlock the deadbolt and lock it again so I can see that it’s done.

I watch my hands make the movements. They are sluggish and numb, and they look like they’re far away.

Half a spray bottle left.

Two empty Clorox bottles next to the trash.

The Baby’s face is red. His mouth is open but only air is coming out. A quiet hissing, his head thrown back, his fists clenched.

It’s okay.

I can help him now, I can take him out.

The carrier is soaked with sweat.

I shiver as we separate. A fever-like ache mixed with the chill that comes from being too cold too quick.

Are we sick already?

It’s okay, I tell him, everything is fine now, but my voice is only a whisper too.

His bath is first.

I think about maybe lying on the floor of the bathroom and sleeping, just for a moment.

He falls asleep in his bath. He must have been exhausted.

I run my finger through the bubbles. I’ll let him rest in the warm cocoon of the water, and I’ll wait, and lean on the counter to ease the pain in my back and my feet.

It’s cold, and it makes me shiver.








20

Unused rolls of Duck Tape are sitting on the floor of the entryway. Spilled from the plastic bag from last night when I -

That thing is still in the garage.

I tiptoe over and press my ear to the door.

Try to sniff the edges where the tape is, but I can’t smell anything. My nose is raw, and so is my throat.

The Baby woke me last night.

He was crying again, silently. I’m not sure for how long.

When I did wake, it felt like I was being shaken from a coma. I barely managed to peel my eyes open to change him and feed him.

Is this what The Sickness actually feels like?

Before, the fever, it was different than it is now. Looking back, I know it was normal to feel that way. A bug.

I could fight it and measure it. Eat small scraps and sip on water, sit up to look out the window or read a few pages of a book before falling back asleep.

This feels… like we need rest.

His dirty bottles are still in the sink, and there is formula powder spilled on the counter, and I haven’t put away the backpack, and my clothes are still on the floor.

I can’t remember if I rinsed the shower.

I put The Baby back in his bassinet and go back to bed.
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The window in our room isn’t sealed yet.

As soon as I’m able, I lean over the threshold of the entryway and I can just barely reach one of the rolls of tape… it’s been sitting on the dirty floor for a while now.

Is it safe?

I can’t wash it.

Maybe… after the tape is up. So it stays sticky. I’ll wipe the shiny side with sanitizer.

I start with The Baby’s room. I have more than enough, but I want to make sure. His room needs to be safe. He sleeps with me now, but he’ll sleep there, eventually.

Three layers of tape, from the edge of the window to the frame. I get the windows and move on to the vents on the ceiling. I carry around a chair and climb up to tape rectangles over the whole vent, the ones which lead up to the attic and the air conditioner, which takes in air from outside, I’m sure. I’ve seen the spinning silver vents on the roofs of houses so surely they were letting things in.

The tape runs out as I’m doing the vent in the kitchen. It’s a thin layer but it’s enough.

I wash the tube of caulk and the gun and set them out to dry while I sanitize the tape around the windows.

Wipe the windowsills and the floors beneath them.

Clean the entryway.

Unlock the deadbolt and lock it again so I can see that it’s done.

Put our bedding in the wash, and his bassinet sheets. Add a splash of bleach to make sure they’re clean.

The caulk tube is ready.

I’m not sure how to use it.

The label says to cut the tip off, so I use my kitchen shears to saw through the plastic. And the gun… it takes me some time and I get a lot of it on the counter, but I figure it out.

The outlets have a bit of air coming through from somewhere.

A crack in the drywall outside, or a loose… something?

It doesn’t make sense, but I know it’s leaking.

I can’t be certain by checking the smell. My nose and my throat are still raw. So I light a match and hold my breath and watch the flame waver when I hold it close.

I don’t need all the outlets anyway, it’s no problem to fill the plugs with caulk, and around the edges where the plastic meets the wall.

I cough, and it hurts. It’s small but it rips through my lungs.

Have I missed a spot?

The Baby is asleep. He’s been coughing too.

I should have taken him out of the carrier, set him in the bassinet, even if it meant cleaning even more. He may have been safer if he was away from the mess.

I drink some water to soothe my throat and take my temperature.

It’s a little warm, but not by much.

Why?

The door was open but I always close it.

Always.

I march over to the garage door.

The stupid thing is in there.

That damned thing!

The Baby is here, I want to shout at it.

My baby!

It was clean until you brought The Sickness in here, and you ruined our chances of living. I want to bang on the door and kick at it.

I nearly do.

I dig my nails into the palm of my hand.

Drive the thoughts away with pain.
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Now that the leaks are sealed, it’s a fresh start. Everything inside can remain clean, except the entryway and the front door.

It’s got a gap too.

I use thumb tacks to attach a sheet to the wall so that it hangs in front of the door like a curtain. The edges are fluttering gently, and air whistles through sometimes when a breeze blows over the house.

The tape is all used up.

I double check the tape on the garage door.

It’s sealed tight.
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The Baby smiled at me today, let out a coo that made me cry.

He doesn’t look like either of us yet, his features are still too round. But his eyes are like David’s, and his body came from mine.

His dark baby hair is beginning to fall out. Bright Pink Nurse said this would happen, and then after that his real hair will grow. I like to rub my lips on the peach fuzz left behind.

His coughs rack his whole body.

He tenses up and shudders to get them out, and then he cries. I know how much they hurt him, because mine hurt the same.

I can’t help him then.

Warm showers for the steam. Medicine for the pain, although there’s not much left, so I ration it in small doses. The store already ran out.

I take our temperatures with every feed. I check our eyes. I check our pulse. We walk and sing, and I stifle my coughs so he can rest, in circles around the coffee table or the dining table with the chairs pushed in to give myself more room.

How long does it take for The Sickness to kill you?

I don’t remember what the newscasters said anymore, but there are twelve days until there is only one can left. Diapers are low, too.

Cans of food. Soap. Bleach.

Would bringing cash matter anymore?

I peek through the blinds every day.

There were two in the yard this morning.

Diaper change, feed, rock, sleep, again and again. It doesn’t matter if the blinds are open or closed, or if any sunlight trickles in, because all the hours are the same.

Eight days until there is only one can of formula left.

I’ve started playing with him with a towel draped over him, so that he can pee without wasting a diaper.

His favorite toy is a crinkling rabbit that I hold above his head.

I change the towel out as soon as he goes.
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It’s been… I’m not sure how long, but there are four more days until I open the last can. We aren’t any better, but we also aren’t any worse.

Is there something else?

Something I’ve forgotten to clean?

Maybe it’s the entryway, the air coming in from the front door. Or the parts of the cans of food between the label and the metal. The tiny spaces, like underneath the plastic lid of the formula.

I wipe them all down just in case.

There are three of them outside today, but this time I don’t double-check the lock on the front door because I don’t want to go near it again. I can smell the air coming in. I’ve stacked some towels up in front of the sheet, which helps, but it’s not enough.

Three more days left.

I get my bag and some outside clothes ready, and my heart is pounding the whole time. Sometimes hope creeps in and I think that maybe we’ll find a patch of fresh air outside that we can enjoy, a moment on the street when we are alone and the air is clean.

One more day left.

The Baby goes in his carrier and I kiss the top of his head.

Transfer slippers, coat, gloves on, shoes on, gloves off, right pocket - dirty pocket, new gloves - left pocket, clean pocket. Mask, scarf, hat, bag.

I move the towels and unpin the sheet.

The TV is off.

Close the door behind me. I push on it to test the latch.

It stays closed.

The door is closed.
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The shopping cart is still waiting by the trash.

The gloves from the right pocket - dirty pocket. They are inside out, and they go on top of the pile.

We squeak all the way to the store, through the parking lot, and I swap the cart for one with good wheels.

I try not to think about the air seeping into the house while we are gone, without the towels and the sheet to hold it back.

The Older Man With a Thick Neck follows me around, and three others whose names I don’t know. I don’t want to look at them. I go slow, and make loops when they get too close, and let them catch up so that I always know where they are.

I breathe, although it’s hard to do, and I don’t go near the one that fell before. It hasn’t moved at all since the last time I was here.

It’s made a nasty stain and an even worse smell.

I can see the particles floating in the air around it.

Like flies, only smaller. Shining things that look like dust motes in a ray of sunshine but they aren’t, because there is no sunshine inside the store. Tendrils of the stain leaking from its body are creeping across the linoleum, and I’m worried if I get too close a piece of it will follow me home, stuck to the bottom of my shoe, and the stain will grow in the entryway. It’ll snake its way up the walls and over the ceiling and I won’t be able to clean it then.

The baby aisle, the soaps aisle, canned food, back around again to the baby aisle once they catch up to me.

Cans are missing. Soap is missing.

The puddles of water leaking from the dairy fridges have gotten worse, and the spray paint is there on the glass doors now too, pointing back behind me to the storage room, but I don’t want to go.

One more loop around to the soaps aisle again.

I choose a scent that I don’t like, but it’s fine, because I need it, and I hurry back to the front of the store and leave because my skin is crawling and I’m sure I got too close to those shining things during the last loop I made around the store.

I brought my own bags to carry the groceries.

The cart stays on the corner with the trash, parked neatly, and I walk the rest of the way home carrying the bags. I leave them on the floor of the entryway and close the door behind me.

Lock and unlock, and lock again. Lock again. To see that it’s done.

Sheet up, towels stacked, hat, scarf, mask, right hook, new gloves, shoes, transfer socks, transfer slippers, gloves off, right pocket, coat, clothes into the hamper, diaper in the bin, inside slippers, straight to the bathroom, The Baby first, use a barrier swaddle, hamper, and then shower from top to bottom.

I take the labels off the canned vegetables and throw them away so I can clean the cans themselves, the metal, rather than just the paper.

Things can still hide beneath.

There were only six cans of formula left on the shelves, enough to last a month, so I also got Carnation Evaporated Milk and some Kellogg’s Bran Flakes I can crush up and soak in the milk to fill him up.

I take the bags of cereal out of their boxes.

I can’t wash cardboard.

The bottles of Bleach and Dial and the lotions don’t have paper labels.

Then I clean the entryway again.

I hold my breath as much as I can.

The floor and the walls and the doorframe for good measure, check the bottoms of my shoes for any signs that those tendrils came home with me.








26

The door.

I stare at it every day.

I’ve cleaned the floor every day, and the walls in the foyer, but what good does that do if the air is just going to keep coming in?

Only two are in the yard, but there were three before, so I’m not sure where the last one went. I check every window carefully because I don’t want to get caught, I move the slats just enough to see.

I worry that it’s standing just on the other side of the front door, where I can’t see, breathing right into the crack where the air seeps in.

Little particles that float in when the sheet wavers.

I try to move the blinds next to the front door to see, but I can’t.

I want to open the door and shove it away. Hard. Like the one in the store. Push it and make its head crack on the ground.
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Baby carrier, transfer slippers, coat, gloves on, shoes on, gloves off, right pocket, new gloves, left pocket, mask, scarf, hat, bag, towels, sheet.

The TV is off.

The third one is still missing. Breathing just on the other side of the front door, making the air in here worse because it won’t go away.

I need it to go away.

I’ll open the door and go quick, push it, run past it. I freeze with my hand on the handle, my fingers aching to twist the knob and my heart hammering and my throat tight.

Just push it.

Hard.

I have gloves on.

And then it will be gone.

I twist the handle, yank the door open, rush out. A hoarse cry claws its way from my throat. The porch is empty.

The door slams against the wall inside the house.

The two in the yard turn to look. They come closer.

There is nothing to push.

Where is it?

I close the door. I push it to test the latch. They are coming closer. I push again to make sure it’s closed. It stays shut.

Run down to the sidewalk. The third one is in the driveway. Staring at the car door. Its head whips to me once it hears my shoes slapping on the concrete.

I keep running.

The Baby is bouncing hard in the carrier so I press his body closer to mine.

The three of them follow me for a bit but then I’m gone, and sobbing, there was never one there by the door like I thought, and I’m glad I didn’t have to touch it. I was worried it would catch my arms somehow as I was pushing it, pull me down with it as it fell, and the three of us would just be tangled up on the ground together, and we’d never be clean after that.

Dirty gloves - right pocket, on top of the pile of trash.

I can’t see the clean gloves anymore, they’re all covered up.

I take the shortcut to the hardware store because I don’t want to waste any time.

The post office is still closed, aside from the employee entrance in the back.

There is more graffiti.

Blue paint.

It’s sprayed right onto the bricks. Sprawling words with arrows pointing inside, big long ones with tails that reach right up to the roof. Diamonds with lines through the center, with running wet paint that is streaking down to the ground.

Why?

They keep asking me to go, the vandals, they want me to go inside but I haven’t been in there before so I don’t know what to expect.

I’m not going, I shout into the door, and I hope that whoever is inside can hear me and maybe they’ll leave me alone.

And then I run.

I don’t want them to come out. I don’t know them. They could be more of those things, dressed as people, wearing their skin, and I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference and I’d be relieved to be saved but then they would take off their masks and their pupils would be white.

One TWO one TWO and a right turn toward the hospital.

The fences around the ambulance driveway are gone but not gone, just laid out flat on the pavement. The crowd of those things that were wandering outside is gone too, spread out through the hospital grounds and lingering in the doorway.

My heart is pounding, so I walk.

I skirt the trash that has blown into the street and the muck that was run through by tire tracks, the slow ones which hadn’t moved out of the way, down the main street of the old downtown.

Boutique stores with broken mannequins and broken windows.

Three of them gathered at every stoop, they hear me right away.

A coffee shop, a group of them tripping over the scattered patio furniture.

The theater with its marquee of show times and titles shining brightly above, leaflets scattered out the door and into the street.

The theater.

I stop even though there are some following me.

White and brown paint around the entrance, red carpet on the stairs beneath the awning.

No lingering smoke.

The sign. It’s up and not down.

Did they fix it?

Did they paint it?

I want to go and run my finger over the face of the building to see if any soot comes away under my finger, maybe wet paint, maybe I can -

A few of them stumble down the stairs, their eyes locked on me, and the few that were following are too close so I keep moving.

The marquee was in the road, the smoke was billowing out. 

My breath is short in my chest, and I blink against the tears gathering on my lashes.

Their clothes were on fire.

Were they?

Is there another street on the other side, one that looks just like this one?

A trick, the street lamps reflecting off the windows of the ambulance, or maybe I’d fallen asleep on the car ride home.

I stumble over the curb at the edge of the parking lot of the hardware store.

Carts are spilling out of the front door.

A jumbled mess that’s caught errant plastic bags blown in by the wind. They are scattered and laid sideways or blown into parked cars or upside down, squeaky wheel spinning lazily.

I don’t want to touch the carts.

I find a path that winds through the parking lot toward the entrance of the store, and then a narrow gap, just wide enough to stand, leads me to the aisle with the tape. I shove what I can into a plastic bag with shaking hands.

I check over my shoulder again and again.

I can hear something moving around at the back of the store. The sound is frantic, flapping, like a bird’s wings, not the shuffling of feet as it was before.

If one follows me in here, I’ll be stuck, forced to retreat further in towards whatever is waiting for me in the back.

I rush to get back outside.

There is a crowd gathered at the edge of the lot.

They don’t hear me yet, or see me.

Home, please, I beg the inside of my mask, and I hurry past them.

They smell like smoke, and the hems of their clothes are tattered and singed.

There is no fresh air here, no place to take a breath, and my lungs are burning.
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I close the door. Lock it and unlock it and lock it so I can see that it’s done.

I take a roll of tape from my bag, but I fumble it and drop it onto the floor. I can’t see it because my mask is askew.

Another roll of tape from the bag.

I’m trying to find the start of it, rubbing a gloved finger around the outside, but I can’t find it.

I take a breath, but nothing seems to slow my pounding heart.

Scissors.

For the tape.

I hadn’t thought of them.

They’re in the kitchen.

Put the tape down, pin up the sheet, stack the towels, hat, scarf, mask, right hook, new gloves, shoes, transfer socks, transfer slippers, gloves off, right pocket, coat, clothes into the hamper, diaper in the bin, inside slippers, straight to the bathroom, baby first, barrier swaddle, infant bouncer, hamper, shower, and every moment I take to do this is another moment air is allowed to leak into our home.

I just need to finish so I can put an end to it.

Kitchen shears, I put The Baby down on the sofa.

He is safe there, but I place a throw pillow on the floor beneath him, just in case.

Transfer slippers.

Move the towels, move the sheet.

I won’t have to put them up again. We can be safe inside without the air coming in.

Sheets and towels in the hamper.

It’s overflowing and the lid won’t close.

I cut a length of tape. Saw through it with my dull scissors.

If I put this up I won’t be able to go outside anymore.

We’ll run out of supplies.

Then what?

There’s nothing else in the store. I took the last of the formula and the cans of milk.

Could we leave, travel far from here where none of those things are walking around. Someplace in the woods? How far is the woods?

The car is gone.

David has the keys.

I watch my own hands put the tape on. Layer it over the middle first, and then on either side, three layers, all the way around.

It’s too far to walk, and I’ve never been there before, so I don’t know what to expect.

The Baby coughs, another one of his red-faced coughing fits that makes him cry.

I wash the sheet and the towels, and fold them and put them away, and the foyer gets one final clean, and my shoes, my coat, all the outside things get cleaned too.

Everything gets a fresh start, and once it’s done, I look at it all and I nearly cry.

I can finally breathe.

We each have another bath and another shower, and I clean the tubs and the clothes I was wearing while I was cleaning go in the wash too, with a splash of bleach to sanitize them.

That’s the last of it.

The leak is gone.

It doesn’t matter how many of them walk through the yard or linger outside the nursery window or the front door when they hear us coughing or when they hear The Baby crying afterward.

I lay with him and rub his stomach to help him fall asleep.

In a few months once our supplies dwindle again we’ll figure something out.
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I wait for our cough to go. I wait for my nausea to leave.

After three days it’s only gotten worse.

Could we have gotten sick when we went out?

Everything is clean.

I double-check all the tape, I press my ear to the garage door, I look at the vents to make sure they’re sealed.

I stare down at the can of corn in my hands, the Value-Brand kind. I’ve opened it for dinner tonight, standing over the kitchen sink with a spoon in my hand.

I tilt the kernels around to see them better.

Had someone been sick at the factory? Forgotten their mask one day? Touched their shoes or a door handle or wiped the sweat from their face with a gloved hand before touching the equipment again, and not even noticed?

A sour taste grows in the back of my throat.

When had this been canned?

There’s no stamp on the can, everything was on the label. How many days since the employees at the store said they’d had no more shipments? All the days melt together, and I’m not even sure how old The Baby is.

My throat constricts. Surely not that long ago.

I rinse the kernels in a colander under hot water. Get out a pan and heat them up until the bottoms of them are browned, and pour them into a clean bowl.

Is cooking them enough?

I wait for them to cool and take another bite.

The sour taste slowly works its way across my tongue. Burning the bodies hadn’t worked, of course cooking the food wouldn’t work.

My stomach twists.

I open the lid of the formula and sniff it, but I can’t tell. I’m just breathing it in now, inhaling the little particles, too small to see but my body knows, can feel them there in my nostrils and my lungs.

The spray bottle is under the sink. I take it out and shake it, and spray it over the bowl of corn and mix it in.

I smell it again.

It smells cleaner now. I take a small bite.

It’s bitter, and my tongue tingles, but that could just be the Bleach. The sour taste is gone. I finish the bowl and then wash it in the sink, and clean and sanitize the spoons and the pan and throw away the empty can.

After a few hours I feel no different.

I’ll keep taking our temperatures at every feeding, our pulse, check our eyes.

Breakfast the next day, and then dinner. The sour taste is there all the time, in the green beans and the cereal and the soup, and it only goes away if I spray. I’ve been rationing. Eating less. But for a moment I tried to figure out how long I could go without eating.

We sleep more now, anyway, so I don’t need as much.

Something happened at the factories that caused the food to go bad, and it’s slowly been getting worse, growing inside the sealed cans, feeding on the nutrients inside.

I dip my finger into his formula and taste it.

It’s sour too.

My heart drops.

I’ve been feeding him poison all along and only cleaning my own food. I spray the insides of his bottles before I fill them with formula, shake them to mix it all together.

I spill a drop onto the palm of my hand to taste it.

The sour taste is gone.

He rejects it at first, just like he did the canned milk. I just keep offering it to him until he takes it.

Bright Pink Nurse told me this would happen.

He’ll get used to the taste.

The Baby has another coughing fit, and he cries.

I shush him and rub his back and sing and walk around the kitchen table with the chairs pushed in to give myself more room.

I can’t walk for long, I get dizzy and tired.

I encourage him to finish his milk, and he does, and I change his diaper and rock him to sleep.

We will both be better soon, and our coughs will go away, and in a few months we’ll figure something else out.
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