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The plague, like a great fire, if a few houses only are contiguous where it happens, can only burn a few houses; or if it begins in a single, or, as we call it, a lone house, can only burn that lone house where it begins. But if it begins in a close-built town or city and gets a head, there its fury increases: it rages over the whole place, and consumes all it can reach.
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He found himself awake in blackness, his eyes coming open uneasily, as though his lashes were webbed together.


His cheek appeared flattened. He inched his head sideways to relieve the pressure on his nose and lips. They felt engorged, swollen out of shape. He discovered that his tongue was extended, and worked it back into his mouth.


It was difficult to move his dry eyes, to move his body against the chilled, hard smoothness that pinned his legs, back, chest, stomach, groin…


His breathing was hoarse and amplified in the close space. It lingered to return to him; the invasive stench of refuse left out in the sun for months on end.


He tried lifting his head. It butted against something above him, knocking him back down. The movement intensified sensation in his panging ear.


The reek was now a stain in his lungs, urging him to action. Incited, he took notice of his arms, bent and stretching away from his shoulders. The realization that he was trapped tingled and fluttered through him.


Fright cut short his breath, surging toward panic, but his body, weak and stuck as it was, could not shift.


He struggled to nudge his left foot free, his toes were bare. His right foot, jammed at the ankle, would not budge.


He became aware of light – pale white, filtered vaguely green and pink – as he noticed that his left arm was bare, that his entire body must be naked.


Why naked?


Then came the drone of buzzing, as though from beyond a wall.


He tried moving his fingers on each hand. The fingers on his right hand were pinned between two cool, smooth surfaces.


As he stirred the fingers of his left hand, they felt something mossy, cold and dusty dry. He rubbed the material between his fingertips, warming the texture to memory. The strands separated, and curled around his finger. Hair.


As he struggled, twisting and pushing, straining his muscles, he felt hard edges intrude upon his body, attempting to tangle with him as they shifted woodenly to become displaced.


The light closed over in one space and opened in bits in another. The drone of buzzing became louder.


He felt what must be a foot with his foot. Sole to sole. Frigid. 


The muscles in his neck went taut as he turned his head to see a stopped living thing unto itself, an orb, trained on him with vacuous intent.


Then – as though bared by a shadowed hint of dawn – a face became apparent.


A woman with her breathless mouth open. Stalled.


It was then that he found the strength.


He thrust his left hand upward. It smacked against flesh, his fingernails digging in, then plucking out, his hand pawing around, finding an edge, his fingers searching to discover space, the shallow depth of a hole.


The severe meeting of shapes beneath his back was atrocious.


He turned on his side, and pushed with his right hand, his arm forced straight, trying to bend his elbow in the confines, inching through the indefinite outline of the mass above him.


He squirmed with his shoulder, and kicked down to find a place for his feet, working his way into the irregular wedge of a gap between what he now knew to be bodies.


The strain had brought on a sweat, and the warmth of his body smeared against cold flesh to all sides of him.


Again, he reached up with his left hand; his fingers – while fearing touch – frantically hunted for space, and found a small, dry hollow, crowned by rough edges. Teeth.


He drew back his fingers, his elbow striking something bone-hard behind skin.


He pushed with his right hand, his fingers slipping, contours of the bodies becoming plainer to him now, his mind anxious to deny what was being touched.


A shoulder? A buttock? A breast? A knee? An elbow? All inflexible.


He scrambled in fits and starts, his throat making sounds.


Noise mounted in his head.


He was almost vertical.


He shoved with held breath, squeezing through the unwilling weight of bodies, while labouring to raise his left hand higher, his fingers desperately skimming over each cold surface.


Out. Out. Out.


Where?


With his head turned upward on an awkward angle – allowed by the settling pressure of the bodies – his right eye saw light. An illumination of grey with moving black specks, as though wavering and sparkling darkly at once.


He feared that he might go mad, and raged against the weight on all sides of him. 


Gasping a breath, he held it trapped, and pushed with his feet and knees, pressed with his arms, elbows, hips and back.


At once, he stopped.


He retched, the pressure in his nostrils blooming.


With his left arm stretched upward, fixed above his head, and the right bent at his side, he could not wipe his eyes.


His fingertips, searching around obstructions, soon found unencumbered space. Cool, open air.


He struggled until he felt that he had gained an adequate vertical position. His heels and toes pried into edges, seeking a depression to support each step of his climb.


He was slipping free of the bodies; sweat greased everything to all sides of him. Hair matted to his forehead. Right elbow squat close to his side, he worked to extend that arm, to reach like the other.


He did not stop struggling until both arms were above his head, and the top of his scalp felt fresh air.


It was easier now, with the bodies for support, to rise inches at a time.


Flies batted off his forehead, off his nose, lips and ears.


Again, he retched, this time on account of sensation. Water filled his eyes, so that he had to swipe away the blur.


The spasm of a dry heave struck with such violence that he feared it might tear open his throat.


Buckled forward, with his torso still buried, he was stuck.


The bodies now seemed set on holding him to them, on preventing him from breaking loose, as he braced his hands against the cruel geometry of hard flesh to pry himself out of the hole.


Struggling as though in concert with his struggling, the bodies clung on, then eventually, in giving increments, released their grip.


He found it an arduously uneven task to stand, yet did not want to crouch with his hands touching dead flesh.


His knees trembled. His calf muscles flinched spasmodically.


A living man atop a heap of skin and bones.


Dizzy to the point of tipping toward unconsciousness, he knew that he had to walk or faint away, yet could not find the strength to take a single step.


The bottoms of his feet were unbearably sensitive. Itchy.


Again, his stomach knotted with revulsion.


He rubbed the tears away with the back of his arm, his head hanging. Then he raised his eyes to glance around for signs of life.


Chest clutched by a sob, he cupped his hands over his mouth and nostrils.


A grey sky overhead.


Two sheds nearby, a wide smear of black leading from the closest shed to the pile of bodies.


His knees continued shivering where he stood. The knobby shapes beneath his feet made him shift for balance. He thought of leaping into the air, to get clear of the corpses, but then imagined coming down.


He could not convince himself to step across this surface. He was naked, the air cool on his skin. He was relieved, yet terrified.


Was he free of this horror or a living part of it?


Flies.


What was this horror?


He tried not to look down.


The drone was deafening as he shut his eyes, and took his first step.


He continued, carefully stepping in bare feet across dead bodies.


He tried spitting the flies away, weakly swatting at them, snorting them out of his nostrils. 


He opened his eyes. Where to step? On a back? A stomach? He avoided the rigid faces, the hands, the feet. What not to offend?


That sound of buzzing like a million tiny engines powered by mere drops of blood.


He slipped on the hard incline of a leg and fell on his backside, thudded against a child’s head, which bobbed beneath him, his hand having grabbed for the safety of a woman’s face.


So many spaces to lose his fingers in.


His yelping was its own erratic scramble as he rolled down the side of the mound, banging his knees and elbows against offence after offence.


He hit the ground, and hurried off, stumbling over.


He collapsed, crawled, shot a look back, scurrying away with his fingers digging into earth while he sat.


The pile of bodies was fifteen feet high.


He was free, yet he was confounded and horrified.


The drone of flies distantly filled his ears. Not so loud now. Regardless, he spat and spat. If he breathed through his nose, the flies went in.


He hawked and spat, trying to clear his tongue of the flies already drowned in his saliva. If he opened his mouth, the flies entered, troubled the back of his throat. 


He kept hawking and spitting


Swatting, he slid away another two metres. Then stopped.


Stopped dead still with his heart alight.


There was movement in the heap.


Another body coming to life?


A noise of encouragement in his throat. He made a motion to stand, was on his feet, when he saw a long thin tail slink after the movement.


He stopped himself.


He faltered, plunked back down and frantically checked his toes and fingers. He felt at his ears for ragged pieces. Nothing seemed tattered.


When he regarded the pile, he noticed other movements, which, again, brightened his outlook.


The grey fur and the flick of a tail.


He had come out of the centre of it. He had escaped, yet he had no idea why the pile of bodies was there, why he had been in it. Had he been dead? Or simply left for dead?


He glanced over his shoulder. Two small buildings.


Free from the abomination, he had no idea where or who he was. 




 





A black trail led back to the first shed; marks gouged in the dirt. Flies were clouded along the smear, settling and rising in restless swirls.


Inside the shed, the floor was tacky. The feeling made him want to curl his toes upward.


There were clothes on the ground, rags bundled toward the corners. A smell in his nostrils came to him from the clothes, the same smell as in the heap.


He wiped at his nose. But the stench would not be dispelled. He squeezed his nostrils shut, held them that way. He was hungry, yet he was dizzy and appalled.


Again, he retched, then made a shuddering sound with his lips.


Hung on a number of hooks in the wall were clothes of a cleaner variety: a black shirt and black trousers, a jacket with shimmering insignias on the sleeves.


He swayed for balance as he carefully pulled on the trousers and fastened the hasp. Drawing up the zipper, he noticed his thin fingers, their sickly whiteness, the tremble in them. There was no profit in taking more notice, yet he could not help but wonder if he might be ill.


A disorienting buzzing rose in his ear. He shut his eyes and braced one arm against the rough wall, until the upswelling passed. 


He slowly fit his arms into the sleeves of the shirt, fastened the row of buttons, and pulled on the jacket.


Then he saw the wide leather belt with the holster. He lifted it down. It was heavy. He admired the weight of it, knew what it was made for, how to buckle it around his waist.


He was not shivering so much now. He felt almost calm, confident.


There was movement against his toe. He flinched, turned his foot on an angle. A rat, sniffing at him.


He backed away, while the rat chewed at a shapeless clump stuck to the floor.


There were boots stood toward one of the walls. He put them on. They were half a size too big for him.


To his left, there was a door. A man’s sound came to him, perhaps a mumble from sleep, followed by the creaking of bed springs.


He froze and was sweating at once; the living gap that was his stomach contracted.


He found that his hand was already on the holster, that his fingers had unfastened the catch and the abrasive handle was gripped in his palm, the weighty revolver swept clean of the holster, the barrel pointed toward the room.


The soles of his boots stuck and released as he approached the door, and quietly pressed it open.


Through the crack, he saw a man on the bed, sleeping on his side, his arm across the chest of a naked woman with snipped-short black hair. The woman was lying on her back, her arms stiff at her sides, while she stared at the ceiling.


The naked man’s feet were stained black-red.


He crept into the room, and the stickiness beneath his boots became pronounced. His boots made a sound that woke the naked man, who rose up on one elbow to look directly at him.


The man stared with surprise and then with confusion, as the man could have been his twin.


The woman took no notice, but kept staring at the ceiling, as though pressed into that pose, anchored dutifully to her place on the bed.


The naked man said something that could not be understood as he sat fully up to ready himself. His tone was demanding, yet reasonable, as though engaged in bargaining with someone familiar to him. He outstretched his hand for the gun.


This gesture alone was sufficient to set him off. Where he had merely meant to tighten his grip on the revolver, he was startled when it exploded in his hand, the noise blasting attentiveness through his head. It swelled out from the centre to echo and ring.


The revolver dropped, as the naked man fell back onto the stained mattress, which creaked and shifted beneath the woman who did not change her expression or position.


Pressed back against the mattress, the naked man watched him, stared at him. The naked man quietly said a word, a name, barely audible in his ringing ears.


He noticed that his fingertips, where they had been holding the revolver, had warmed from white to dusty pink.




 





In the second shed, he discovered a lidded, silver serving tray perched on a table, slapped together from grey planks. He raised the rounded lid to uncover slices of bread, meats and cheese prettily arranged. There were green grapes and plump strawberries circling the ornate border.


Alongside the tray, there was a silver thermos.


He ate the bread and meat, his eyes searching around, his ears intently listening, as his throat made noises while he chewed.


At one point, in a fit of furious swallowing, he choked on a wad of bread, but managed to get it dislodged.


He twisted the lid off the thermos. Inside, the fluid was warm. It smelled like coffee. He gulped it down, then devoured a few grapes and strawberries, walked back out into the yard with sweetness in his mouth.


Alive.


All around the heap of bodies, there was sand bulldozed into hills, as though the site had once been an excavation pit. There was a road beyond the mound that stretched across a straight, desolate plain of land, where small orange wavers were evident in the distance.


He found a black sedan at the back of the second shed. It was polished, gleaming.


By the driver’s door, he was struck by sickness and bent forward, vomiting.


He could smell the scent of the naked man whose body he had dragged from the shed. It had taken him some time to deposit it on the pile of bodies that was more of an oddity to him now that he was no longer a factor in it.


When he straightened, he saw, beyond his reflection, a hat resting on the driver’s seat. He opened the door and lifted out the hat. Doing so, he noticed keys dangling in the ignition.


He went back into the second shed, where he washed his face and hands in the trickle of coffee that remained in the thermos. 


Back outside, he regarded the bodies, then inclined his attention up at the grey sky. A fat raindrop hit him squarely in the face, just beneath his lips. He jerked spasmodically, and wiped it away.


Soon, patterings tapped at the ground everywhere, as a single cloud let loose its burden.


He climbed into the sedan, and watched the rain beat down upon the windshield. Then he turned the key, engaged the engine, switched on the windshield wipers for a clearer view, and drove away.




 





At a roadblock, a man in a uniform held up his hand, while stepping forward from a makeshift wooden shelter.


He slowed the car, but then the man – inquisitively leaning to peer in the window – waved the car on.


He sped up.


It was necessary to keep moving, to find another place that was far from the one he could still catch a glimpse of in his rear-view mirror.


Military vehicles were pulled off on the sides of the roads. Soldiers, lingering near, suspended their conversations or laughter, to straighten and salute him.


Fires burned in the dusty fields, as soldiers worked tossing in bodies. 


He passed through two more roadblocks, and, at each one, he was briskly waved ahead without question.


A kilometre beyond the final roadblock, he entered a small village with low wooden buildings on either side of a dirt street.


Words and symbols were painted on many of the buildings.


People walking along the thoroughfare stopped when they saw the shiny black sedan, their faces curiously nervous.


He pulled over in front of a building with one window cracked and the other boarded over, and climbed out of the car to feel that the burst of rain had stopped. The heat had intensified to such a degree that he felt it might scorch the top of his head should he remove his hat.


There was not another car to be seen.


Stepping up onto the building’s wooden landing, his boots banged loudly. A man coming out the door froze and held the door open, his head bowed.


Inside, there were three tables with groups of men seated at them.


He stood at the bar, and said: “I’ve just come from a pile of bodies.” His words, the only ones to have entered his mind, sounded foreign in his own ears. 


The room turned dead quiet, the ensuing silence mounting to a daze.


The barman laid a small cup of coffee on the bar, and nodded, his eyes steady and watchful.


He turned to see the faces trying not to notice him.


Only one table was any different from the rest. Seated near the door, a man began muttering to the others. Then, the man stood. Another man reached out for the man who had stood, but the standing man yanked his sleeve away.


“It can’t be him,” said the other man.


“You’ve come in,” said the man, stating a name. “How is that possible? Into our special place.” The man clumsily drew nearer, while studying his face. “It is you.” Again, the name.


He took a drink from the cup that had been offered.


“A sudden change of faith.” The man laughed meanly, his eyes on the uniform. “And quickly risen in the ranks.”


“Who are you?”


The man sneered. “Who am I?”


“Yes.”


The man spat on his boots, then eyed his holster. “You can have your friends shoot me now. Or you. You can do it yourself.”


“Why would I do that?” 


“You’re all meek kindness then,” the man said with sarcasm, checking over his shoulder for proof of shared sentiment.


He raised the cup to his lips again, and drank. At once, he felt light-headed. And he knew it would only get worse. He turned to the barman. “Is there something here to eat?”


“Of course.” The barman nodded deeply, respectfully. “Food, you mean. Yes,” he said, backing away.


He felt a hand on his shoulder. When he turned, he saw that the man – his face now filled with wonder – was clutching him with a grip that seemed puny.


“How is this possible?” the man quietly asked. “How?”


He shook his head, while searching the man’s tormented eyes.


“Is that what you are, a Jew?” the man whispered despondently. Then, he shouted the same words again.


A few men rose from their tables and headed for the door.


“I don’t know.” He studied the man’s hand, then sighed, for he had intended to go unnoticed.


“You don’t know.”


“Does it matter?”


Tight, low laughter came from the tables, only to be broken by a woman’s scream in the street. The men at the tables ignored it. The man removed his hand, turning his head to face the door.


He was the only one to move. On instinct, he stepped toward the entrance, and opened it.


Outside, across the road, two soldiers down an alleyway were bent over a woman, shoving her into the mud. Others, in civilian clothes, stood by watching with peculiar interest.


“Stop,” he called, fully pushing through the door, his voice barely loud enough. He cleared his throat.


The two soldiers looked at him. Frozen in action. Their faces were jeering. Their hands were on the woman’s arm or gripping her long black hair so that her head was pulled on a taut angle.


“Leave her,” he said, and the soldiers took their hands from the woman. He watched the soldiers straighten reluctantly, confused, yet prepared for further instruction.


The woman ran off with a surge like something wild let loose.


He took a good look at the soldiers, who now appeared mystified by the situation.


“Should we shoot her?” one soldier asked, gesturing after the woman.


“No.” 


They said nothing more of it, and he noticed how the sun was on the street, while he and the soldiers were in shadows cast from the buildings.


He went back inside to find a plate set down on the bar. Boiled eggs sprinkled with salt. He ate both eggs, and asked for another, pointing at the plate.


Two more were quickly given over.


The room remained respectfully hushed.


Occasionally, he checked over his shoulder, patiently watching the men who watched him. They did not move an inch. Their tongues could not have been stiller.


“Do you know who I am?” he finally asked the men at the table nearest him.


“We know,” called the agitated man by the door. “No need to brag about it.”
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