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Think You Can Survive? Prove It.

 

The Try Not to Die series is just getting started — and you can be the first to experience each deadly new chapter.

Sign up for Mark Tullius’s free newsletter and you’ll receive:


		Three FREE ebooks: TNTD: At Grandma’s House, Morsels of Mayhem & Somber Stroll


		Early access to upcoming Try Not to Die releases

		Exclusive content you won’t find anywhere else



Survive the books. Enjoy the perks.

Join now — if you dare.

 

Click here to sign up for the newsletter.



 


 

Mom and Dad,

Thank you for the encouragement to read often, write what I want, and live fearlessly.

 

Mark

 

This one’s for the brave people of the world who’ve stood toe to toe and face to face with the real-life pandemic threatening our world. May good health, good fortune and peace be yours. And may one day the real-life pandemic remain safely within the covers of a book, like this one, and remain forever a distant memory we can close and put back upon its shelf. 

 

John
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NOTES FROM THE AUTHORS

 

There are two versions in this book. The interactive version is for those who want to make decisions and risk death. The survivor version is for those who would like to read the story straight through.

 

For the Interactive Version

For the Survivor Version

 

Life is filled with countless and seemingly benign little choices. Most of the time, these choices don’t have a significant impact. Sometimes, these little choices can mean the difference between life and death, and you don’t even realize it at the time. For the times you are aware? Well, that’s where we come in with the Try Not to Die series. On a personal note? I know what some of you may be thinking: a pandemic book? Who wants to read about something so similar to what we’re living through? If art is a reflection, then our book meets that definition. The real-life pandemic crashed my world. I lost friends. I fought the disease. All the while? I poured every bit I had into delivering this story. I hope you get every little bit out of it, too! Thanks for joining us on the adventure…and may you have a blast along the way!

 

John Palisano

 

Unlike John, I have been fortunate to steer clear of the damage from this pandemic, if not the fear and frustration surrounding it. When John and I decided this was the story we wanted to tell, we made a commitment to making it as realistic as possible while trying to capture the helplessness of being a teenager stuck in such a dire situation. We hope you enjoy this journey and have fun trying not to die.

 

Mark Tullius

 


Try Not to Die

In the Pandemic

Interactive Version

 

Fog banks roll down the hillside as the first rays of winter sun stretch across San Francisco Bay. Gold and amber lights come to life inside houses along the shore.

Everyone on the ship is required to wear a mask, but I don’t do it on our balcony. Who’s going to see me, anyway? I love leaning on the railing a hundred feet above the water, the chilly breeze waking me up. It smells clear and salty in a way that makes me glad to be alive. The world is my own.

The only sounds are the waves lapping against the hull and the gentle creaking of the cruise ship. The city remains disturbingly quiet, its streets empty. No cars. No people. Even from our distance, it’s obvious.

The scariest part is that it’s not just San Francisco. The whole world is shut down in quarantine, same as us aboard the Aria. We are forbidden to dock for fear the heliovirus ravaging so many people on board might spread farther on land where hospitals and morgues are overwhelmed.

Someone coughs nearby. There’s always someone coughing, but this is from our cabin. “Dylan?” Mom asks, her voice muffled by the curtains and glass door. “You out there, honey?”

I pull up my face mask as I enter the cabin, so warm inside, even without the heat cranking. This cabin seemed so much bigger two weeks ago, but there isn’t much besides the bathroom and the main room with the master bed and two bunk beds stacked above it. Mom sits halfway up in the big bed, wearing her fuzzy white pajamas. Dad’s beside her curled up toward the wall, while June rests directly above her on the left bunk, earbuds in, eyes closed, mask on tight.

“Morning,” I say, happy to see Mom’s looking a bit better, although her eyes are still bloodshot. “I didn’t want to wake you. Seems like the sleep helped.”

“A bit,” she says. “Finally feel like I can eat and keep it down.”

“Let me grab the breakfast.” I open the front door but there aren’t any trays. Most of the cabins along the hallway have trays outside, but none of them have our Danger! Risk of Infection! sign stapled to their doors.

Mom says, “What’s wrong?”

I close the door to stop letting in the cold air. “They didn’t drop any food off.”

“They’re an hour late,” Mom says. “Can you go to the buffet deck and get something to tide us over?”

I’m always looking for a chance to escape the coop. “Sure thing.”

Dad rolls over with a groan. “I’d eat cardboard and ketchup right now I’m so hungry.”

I ask, “How you feeling?”

He wipes the sleep from his eyes, which are even redder than Mom’s. “Tired mostly.”

June, who’s two years younger than me but never shy about sharing her opinion, pulls out an earbud and asks Dad, “What’s your temperature?”

Mom says, “Relax, sweetie, he just woke up.”

June sticks her head over the edge of the bunk. “And why isn’t your mask on?” she says, her panic coming out as anger.

Most people would be frustrated by June’s heightened anxiety, but Dad plays it cool and puts up the homemade mask resting on his chest, our high school’s Tigers logo covering his mouth. “I can’t sleep with it on. Plus, you know I never stay sick for long.”

Mom grabs her mask from under her pillow and slips it on before June notices. Both she and June have the legit kind with filters. Mom says, “Yep, another day or two and we’ll both be good as new.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Now if we could only get off this boat. I’m about ready to swim back.”

“We’ll get through this,” Dad says. “In fact, I feel fine enough to get up and help you today.”

“Nah. I’ve got it.” I grab the tag hanging around my neck and say, “Besides, you don’t have one of these.”

The tag has my picture along with a big C superimposed on it, which means I’m clear to walk the civilian areas of the cruise ship. “I need to check in with staff anyway.”

“I hate that this all falls on you,” Mom says.

“It’s no problem,” I say.

Dad stifles his cough and says, “We really appreciate you taking care of us.”

Mom’s always the glue that holds us together, but I can see she’s struggling, her mood shifting with the tide. “They’re treating us worse than animals,” she cries.

Almost to myself, I say, “And to think only a few nights ago we were looking out at the Alaskan shoreline from the captain’s restaurant and eating a five-star meal.”

Dad sits up next to Mom, rubbing his forehead. “What I miss is the coffee. I’ve had a splitting headache from the withdrawal.”

“I can’t believe they aren’t delivering food,” Mom says, sounding a little scared. “What do they expect us to do if everyone in the cabin is infectious?”

“Probably hoping we’ll die,” Dad says, his skin still a few shades too pale. “It’ll be less paperwork for the cruise company.”

Mom swats his arm. “Harold!”

June sides with Mom, just as mad. “Don’t say that!”

“Shuuush, honey.” Mom points at the wall behind her. “You’ll wake the Bordens.”

June puts in her earbud and lies down, blanket over her face. “Well, don’t talk about dying.”

We’ve probably all lost loved ones, but June’s the only one who knows for sure—her best friend and her entire family confirmed dead before communication was cut.

Dad says, “Sorry, June. I won’t talk about it anymore.”

Mom takes his hand and holds it on her lap. “We’ll get through this.”

“Yep. Glad I got you guys.” Dad looks at me and says, “Be careful out there, kiddo,” the final oh triggering a bout of deep coughing.

Even though he puts a fist to his mouth, I head for the door. “I’m outta here.”

The blast of fresh air makes me feel cleansed and safe. It’s fairly early, but this time last week, there would have been plenty of people walking the corridors. Now all I see are a couple of gray-haired folk hurrying to their cabin.

Even having never been a huge people person, I am a little unsettled by the emptiness of the ship. There are three thousand of us, no telling how many sick or dead, the captain keeping everything hush-hush, probably to quell any mutiny.

The hallway tilts just a bit. We are anchored, but we’re still a ship, subject to currents and tides. I’m just glad none of us gets seasick.

I’d never admit this to any guys on the team, but I recognize all the small decorative additions to the ship. Everything is opera based. Up ahead on the left is a framed photo of Placido Domingo singing full force. A few cabins down is the Floating Dancing Couple statue. I’m getting close to the checkpoint when I pass my favorite: an alabaster relief of the Comedy and Tragedy drama masks, representing the two extremes of the human psyche.

A middle-aged man and teenage daughter, turn the corner, headed my way, cardboard boxes in hand. I stick to the right of the hallway to give them a wide berth and nod hello. Neither one acknowledges me, eyes straight ahead like they couldn’t be bothered. Social distancing has made everyone toss manners overboard, that’s for sure.

Around the corner, the hall opens onto a large inner deck. There’s Beethoven’s––a bar-slash-restaurant. It’s dark, save for the video machines on its exterior. They’re still set up to let us gamble, aren’t they? That still works. Naturally.

Past the unattended customer service desk along the starboard railing, there’s a line of spread-out passengers waiting to be examined and passed for travel within the Aria. We’re advised to keep at least two arm lengths between each person, but it’s a bit more squished, people anxious to get through. Everyone’s wearing face masks with the majority also wearing surgical gloves. I freeze, thinking I’d forgotten my mask before I realize I’m wearing it. This is becoming too normal.

I take my place behind an elderly couple. There’re about a dozen people ahead of them. The medical team is at a table, all wearing protective masks and gloves. The man working the line raises a gunlike thermometer to a woman’s forehead and presses the trigger. It beeps. He looks at the LCD display, nods, checks a mark on a list, then takes another scanner out. The woman shows her ID badge and the tech scans it. Giving her the thumbs-up, she nods, thanks them, and carries onward to the dining area, where I’m guessing most of us are headed.

Most people in line are occupied with their phones, killing time with games. Mine’s been in my drawer since wi-fi went out, no need for the reminder of how useless it is.

There is one guy with his mask down, but I’m not surprised. It’s the same meathead who was being obnoxious in the arcade last week. He’s college-aged but looks more like a dropout. He’s wearing a tank top despite it being so cold; any chance to show off his muscles.

The guy’s saying something to the person in a baggy blue hoodie in front of him. They don’t respond so he taps their shoulder.

When the person turns around, I see it’s Amy, a couple strands of her curly red hair sticking out from beneath the hoodie. Instead of the beautiful smile she’s shared with me, she gives the guy nothing but a blank stare above her mask, her baby blue eyes red and watery like she’s been crying.

The meathead gives a little wave and Amy turns back around. Because he’s a moron who doesn’t understand social cues, the guy taps her shoulder again.

Amy’s dealing with enough and shouldn’t have to put up with this. If I ask him to back off, I can just about guarantee he’ll cause a scene. If I ask Amy to come back with me, there’s a good chance she’ll think I’m a coward.

 

*****

 

Remind him about his mask and point out that Amy would like her space.

 

Ask Amy to join me at the end of the line and let security deal with the guy.

 

 


I absolutely hate confrontations, but no one else is going to say anything. And what would Amy think if she saw me just sitting back here like a coward?

The guy in the tank top taps Amy’s shoulder again. He’s looking kind of pissed she’s not responding.

I hurry over but keep a safe distance. Nice as I can, I say, “Excuse me.”

His beady brown eyes zero in on me. “What?” he says, an obvious challenge.

“I just wanted to say—”

Now it’s his whole steroid-fueled body facing me. “Say what?”

Amy says, “Dylan?”

I keep my eyes on him. “That it looks like she wants her space. We’re supposed to have two arm lengths between each person.”

He holds up one fist, then the other. “One, two,” he says as he pops up his middle fingers. “There you go.”

Amy says, “Forget it, Dylan.”

“Yeah, Dylan,” he says, mocking her.

All these adults in line and no one says a word. Not about to lose face in front of Amy, I say, “Guess you didn’t notice how everyone else has a mask on.”

“Now you’re gonna try to tell me what to do?” He dismisses me with a wave of his hand. “Go run to your Momma.”

Amy comes to my side and says, “Let’s just go to the back of the line.”

“Yeah, go hide back there with your dumb bit—”

“I’m not scared of you,” I say, the words just slipping out.

He steps forward, fists clenched. “How about now?”

I ease Amy behind me. “No, but I want our space.”

“Hey!” It’s the security guard at the medical table. He stays seated and says, “Knock it off.”

The big guy takes another step, only a foot between us. “This better?” he asks, his breath indicating he’s out of toothpaste.

I stay calm and say, “We’re leaving. You’re being an idiot.”

Thwack.

His spit flies in my face before I blink, every droplet full of potential contagions.

All I see is red, and I shove him hard as I can, running him toward the railing.

Amy screams, “No!” but there’s no stopping.

We’re flying for the railing when he spins us around. My feet can’t backpedal fast enough, and he’s like a bulldozer driving me backward.

I’m falling down when my low back smashes into the top rail, the crack louder than a bat snapped in half. The pressure in my low back is immediate, the pain intense as I tip over the edge, reaching out for anything to grab.

“Dylan!” Amy shouts as my world turns upside down.

My body plummets toward the ocean and I take a deep breath, putting my hands together for the dive. I slice through the water until I’m past the dark blur of the boat’s bottom.

I try to kick my legs but they’re not working, just dead weight pulling me down. I push through the pain and flail my arms, but I’m not going up, the surface so far away.

If I keep it up, I’ll be out of air. Only hope is someone diving in. I’ve held my breath for a minute before, but this pressure is going to make me burst.

The surface floats farther away.

It remains unbroken.

 

***

 

The correct choice was Ask Amy to join me at the end of the line and let security deal with the guy.



 


I call Amy’s name and she spins around. I ask her, “Can you come here a second?”

She walks right toward me without even glancing at tank top guy. Her eyes seem to smile despite all the red. “Oh, my Eagle Scout to the rescue.”

I take a couple steps back so she can have my spot. Keeping it playful, I say, “Sorry I didn’t beat my chest and challenge him to a duel.”

“Oh, a duel. Perhaps after breakfast.”

“Anything for my lady’s hand,” I say, wishing I could hold her hand and hug her close, but there’s no contact allowed outside of cabinmates.

She raises her eyebrows. “I didn’t realize I was yours.”

I’m not sure what Amy is to me, just that she’s special, someone I can’t imagine ever forgetting. We only met eight days ago, but in that time, I’ve learned more about her than anyone else in my life. But instead of saying all that or even something witty, I ask, “You doing okay? Is it your mom?”

She nods. “They took her last night. I don’t even know where.”

“How high was her temperature?”

“103. Wouldn’t break.”

We catch up to the rest of the line. I tell her, “She’ll be okay.”

“That’s what everyone said about my coach. He was younger than my mom and in way better shape.”

“Yeah, but she’s got you and your family to live for.”

“My dad’s staying in the cabin with my little brother until I get back,” she says. “Then he’s going to track her down.”

“No food delivery this morning?”

“Everybody I talk to says passengers are being ignored if the crew thinks they’re sick.”

We’re only a few people from the checkpoint. Next up is a heavyset man in matching green jacket, sweats, and mask. They take his temperature, and the tech shakes his head.

“Come on,” the man in green says. “I feel fine. I get hot with the mask on.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the tech says. “The threshold is too high. You’re going to need to be evaluated. Can you please step to the left and into triage?”

Amy and the elderly couple back away from him. Amy bumps into me and says, “Be careful.”

“This is bullshit,” he says to the tech. “I didn’t pay all this money to be treated like this. I don’t have to comply.”

“Please, sir,” the tech says. “We will take care of you, but you can’t be around other passengers.”

I feel my forehead to see if I somehow developed a fever overnight. My fingers are damp, my skin clammy.

The man pulls his face mask down, reveals a thin brown mustache and chubby cheeks. “I don’t give a hot damn,” he says.

A security guard with poofy brown hair and a white polo gets up from the end of the table and approaches. “Sir, you’re creating a scene, and you need to follow orders,” he says, his voice muffled behind the face mask and shield.

The man’s cheeks burn bright red. “I’m tired of all of this. We’ve put up with enough, already. You have no right.”

“I’m afraid we have every right,” the guard says.

“No, Scott,” mustache man says, reading the name embroidered on the guard’s chest. “You don’t.”

The door to the small office to our right opens, and a man in protective gear walks out, his blue Coast Guard uniform setting him apart from the rest of the crew wearing gray and white. “That’s enough of that,” he says. He walks over calmly, his hand resting on his holstered pistol. “Please put your face mask back on,” he says, relaxed but stern, not a voice to disobey. “I’m Officer Downing, the sea marshal of the Aria, and you must comply immediately.”

The man does as he’s told but narrows his eyes. “This is bullshit,” he says.

“I have no problem taking you into custody, but I wouldn’t recommend it,” Downing says. “The holding bay is anything but pleasant.”

“You’re going to hear from my lawyer when this is all over.”

“That’s fine, Sir,” Downing says, “but right now, you need to accompany me into triage.”

Mustache follows Downing to the large building down the hall, cursing the entire way. We can still hear him ranting when they shut the big wooden door.

I tell Amy, “I bet someone in there could tell us where your mom is.”

She says, “Yeah. Or not let us leave because we entered a restricted area without proper equipment.”

I’d read enough of the warning signs covering the boat to know the message by heart. “You’re up,” I say, leaving off the good luck so I don’t jinx her.

The scanner beeps and Amy gets the big C.

I step up to the desk and say, “Good morning.”

The tech raises the temperature gun, focusing on my forehead, avoiding eye contact.

Crap. I better be okay. If I come down with the heliovirus, I’ll be trapped in the room with my sister and parents for God knows how long. No more batting cage. No more Amy. We’ll be at their mercy for food.

Behind the door, Mustache keeps up his tirade. They aren’t going to like that. Good luck having them want to help you after making this much of a scene.

The temperature gun beeps. It’s got my reading.

My heart skips and my belly feels empty. I know I should be fine, but there’s always the chance.

“Ninety-eight-three,” the tech says.

“Great.” I’m safe. For the next twenty-four hours, at least.

The tech puts down the temperature gun and uses the scanner on my ID card. The C flashes for a moment when the laser light hits it. If it’s not charged every twenty-four hours, the C fades so that everybody can see at a glance you’re not cleared.

“Have a wonderful day,” I say.

Again, the tech ignores me. I hate how cold they are. I guess they have to be, which is understandable, but it certainly does not instill confidence that we’re anything more than meat for them to deal with.

“Come on,” Amy says, pointing to the people queued up ahead for the buffet station.

At the next intersection, we pass a man standing against the corner, black pants and trench coat, matted brown hair. We swing wide but I still catch a whiff of sulfur and seaweed, like he just swam through sewage.

The line for breakfast is moving fast. There are no more open trays of food, only pre-packaged cardboard boxes being rationed out by a man wearing protective gear on the other side of the counter.

The worker asks how many I need and I tell him three.

Amy taps me on the shoulder. “Don’t forget one for yourself.”

“Right.” I laugh and grab another. “Thanks.”

A sad-eyed woman in protective gear works the checkout area. She zaps my ID tag with her scanner and nods. Amy’s right behind me carrying her three boxes.

We get outside the buffet and the creepy guy’s still at the corner. He catches me looking. I nod hello so it’s not as strange.

He nods back with the eyes of a bully, almost like he’s challenging me. It’s probably how I look when I try to throw off the pitcher and lure him into bringing the heat.

Amy says, “Want to find somewhere to sit?”

I turn so I can’t see the guy anymore, don’t have to worry if he’s watching. “Shouldn’t we get back to feeding our families?”

“Like two momma birds,” she says.

The creep keeps checking the hallways like he’s at bat reading the field. Look for vulnerable areas to exploit. That’s Coach Robbins inside my head.

“Come on,” Amy says, taking us away from the guy. “Let’s find a place to sit down here. I could use a few minutes.”

I’ve got a terrible feeling in my gut but try to ignore it. “Absolutely.”

She asks, “How about the bench?”

We sit, the dampness soaking through my sweats. The creep’s still there on the railing some twenty yards away, his head on a slow swivel.

Amy says, “You look worried.”

“Notice anything strange about the guy out there?”

“You mean besides his awful funk?”

“Yeah, that was pretty gross.”

“What does he do in the real world?” she asks, a fun game we’ve been playing while passenger watching.

“Easy. He’s a preschool teacher.”

She gives the cutest little snort. “Good guess, but he’s actually a stay-at-home dad of four crippled quadruplets.”

I love hearing Amy happy, but I’m having a hard time letting this go. I nod in the direction the man keeps looking and ask, “You happen to know what’s down that way?”

She lifts her eyes and taps her temple, hums like it’s helping her remember. “Cafeteria. Ice cream parlor. Security. Bathrooms.”

“Wow. I’m impressed.”

Amy smiles and points at the sign with directional arrows. “Not too hard. Been reading for years. I can teach you if you like.”

“I just got a bad feeling about that guy.”

“Think he might steal a banana split?”

“I know., I’m being ridiculous.”

“If it’ll make you feel better, we should check it out,” she says. “We’ll be Eagle Scout and junior detective. I bet we can even stop by the security office to get our honorary badges.”

I say, “I’m sure it’s nothing. You ready to head back? I’ll walk you.”

“What a gentleman,” she says. “But let’s eat first. No sense in carrying an extra box the whole way.”

The creepy guy is still at the corner. “And then head back?”

“Or find out where they’re keeping my mom and save my dad the trip.”

 

*****

 

Investigate the suspicious activity.

 

Check out the off-limits area to find about Amy’s mother.

 

Eat breakfast with Amy then head to her cabin.



 


I know I’m just being paranoid, but I can’t let it go. That creep in the trench coat is up to no good.

“So, what’s it going to be?” Amy asks.

“I’m going to check it out,” I say. “You can stay here, watch the trays.”

Amy huffs and sets her trays on the table. “Yeah, right. And miss out on the biggest mystery of the year?”

“Ha.” I fix my trays beside hers. “Let’s go this way, then left. It’ll take us to the corridor he keeps checking.”

She says, “Look, he’s doing it now. How about we bust him? Call in the feds.”

Her jokes take the edge off my nervousness, but it lingers. My fear intensifies when we turn the next corner.

At the next corridor’s halfway point, I slow us down and point at the window up ahead to the left. I whisper, “Security office.”

Amy points toward the closed ice cream parlor across from it. “Way yummier.”

Weighty footsteps are getting louder, but I can’t tell from which direction. We pass the security office window and freeze at the corner. The footsteps are to our left, at least four sets.

“Go,” a deep voice says.

A door opens, quick footsteps.

“Hey!” a man shouts. “What’s…”

There’s the crack of a slap, the yelp quickly muffled.

“Don’t anyone move,” a man says, sounding a lot like Coach Harris barking orders.

Amy tugs on my jacket and whispers, “We got to run.”

I turn to her. “Which way?”

A head of matted brown hair peeks around the corner. The creep in the trench coat says, “Probably not this way.”

“Go!” I yell even though Amy’s already running.

I catch up to her, the corner ten yards away.

Thump, thump comes from behind and Amy stumbles, hits the deck face first.

I cry her name and snatch her wrists, pulling her toward the corridor. I must get her to safety, need to stop the bleeding. Just a few more tugs and we’ll be there.

Thump, thump.

All my breath is whacked out of me and I plunge to the deck, feel like I took a fastball to my ribs. Pain overrides my everything. Blooming out from the hole in my belly, my nerves fire on overdrive.

Amy’s mask is down; her eyes are wide. I try to say her name, but I have no air to drive out the words.

Blood dribbles from her lips—lips I’ve never kissed. Pink foam oozes out her mouth and her eyes roll back. I want to tell her to please hold on, but I can’t speak. Please wait. Someone will come and help us.

Something shoves against my left shoulder and spools me onto my back.

The creep stands over me, points the handgun’s long silencer at my face. “Not your lucky day, tough guy,” he says.

There’s another brief flash as he fires.

 

***

 

Try again.

 


“So, what’s it going to be?” Amy asks like she already knows the answer.

All I want to do is spend time with her, but this is the right thing to do. I say, “I’d love to stay…”

“But?”

“But I want to go look for your mom.”

“What? You don’t need to do that.”

“Well, I’d rather risk getting sick than you. And whoever doesn’t go has to drop off the other persons’ trays.”

“So, you know where my cabin is. You could do that.”

“Um, this isn’t how I want to meet your dad.” I squeeze her hand and say, “Come on, let me do this for you.”

“You sure?”

I nod. “I could use the exercise anyhow. I’ll let you know as soon as I find something out.”

Amy puts both hands over her heart and pretends to faint. “Oh, my hero.”

I hand over three of the trays and ask what her mom’s name is. She tells me, and we part, but I hang tight until she’s cleared the creepy guy and almost to the checkpoint.

On the other side of the exit doors is a small receiving lobby, no one in it. I open my tray, shake my head. A bagel, cup of fruit, and some peanuts. That’s supposed to be our meal.

I pull down my mask to polish off the peanuts, then the bagel, wash it all down with some high fructose. The infirmary, where they’re keeping the really bad cases, is near the bow. There are two huge signs taped to both sides of the corridor leading that way.

 

DANGER!

RISK OF INFECTION!

 

That’s where I’ve got to go. It’s a good thing I’m healthy and take care of myself. I slip on my mask, cinch it tight as I can even though I know I’ll be fine.

Along this hallway, several cabin doors have the bright red caution notice attached. It’s the same as the one on our cabin door warning there are quarantined individuals inside.

The halls are quiet, but the silence is soothing. I enjoy being out and walking, using my muscles. Back in school, I’d wake up early every day to get in laps around the football field or inside the gym. So being trapped in a cabin is torture for me.

Near the end of the hallway, the corridor opens up. In addition to the signs on the wall, there’s a floor sign with a big paper taped to it.

 

OFF LIMITS!

RISK OF INFECTION!

PLEASE DO NOT PROCEED!

 

There’s no one nearby, but my gut says be careful. Last thing I need is to get thrown in the brig.

I check each way once more and go for it. If someone stops me, I’ll just say I didn’t see the sign. The many large signs.

The infirmary is at the end of the next corridor. The door opens and a person in full hazmat gear walks out.

I freeze, know they’re going to stop me. There’s a bathroom to my right. I slip inside, ease the door shut behind me.

My heart’s racing and it’s a little hard to breathe. I lower my mask and take a cleansing breath only to gag on the stench.

I back away from the door, keep my distance from the toilets that smell like they’re overflowing.

It’s hard to tell, but I think footsteps just passed by. I breathe a little easier, rest against the sink then pop right off it, wetness spreading across my palms and the seat of my pants.

“Gross!”

There’s greenish-brown puke splashed around the rim of the sink, and I’ve got it all over my hands.

The bathroom door opens, and the hazmatter walks in, my scared reflection all I see in the mirror. “What are you doing?” she says, more concerned than angry.

“I…I was just looking…” I realize my mask is down and slip it back on, wiping the slime across my cheek. I can’t stop the vomit shooting out my mouth.

The woman props open the door and radios, “Need hazmat assistance in men’s room outside infirmary.”

I wipe the back of my mouth with my jacket. “I’m okay.”

“No, it’s not a joke,” she radios back.

“I’m not sick, if that’s what you’re thinking.” I point at the sink and say, “I only puked because of this puke.”

“Sir, you’re going to need to come with me.”

She’s smaller than me and I could run right past her, but I can pretend she’s one of my teachers and talk my way out. “I needed to check on someone, but I can just go back to my cabin. My parents are waiting.”

Two other hazmat suits back her up, both much bigger than either one of us. “Please,” she says. “Follow me.”

I do as told, and we head for the infirmary, the two guys right behind me. I ask, “Have you guys heard of Stacy Wright? She came in last night.”

No one responds.

We cross through another set of doors and into a waiting room with desks and chairs. The guy behind me to the left says, “Please have a seat.”

I can feel my face flushing, my stomach turning into a nervous knot.

He puts his hand on my shoulder to guide me into the chair.

One of the suits grabs a temperature gun off the desk. “Stay still.”

“I already had my temperature taken. I was just cleared near the buffet.” I hold up my pass. “See? It’s got a big C I’m cleared.”

There’s a loud beep. “Hundred and one,” he says.

I feel my forehead, can’t believe I’m so warm. “How could this happen this fast? That’s not even a high fever.”

“The heliovirus is no joke,” the woman says softly.

“It’s just because I’m nervous. Take it again, please.”

She says, “You were in a highly infected area with no safety gear.”

“But I just saw the sign in the hallway. It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes,” I say.

“Are you okay to walk?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say, trying to keep cool. “I’m not sick.”

“We need to get you into isolation right away,” she says.

“No. I can’t. My family. There’s no one else to help them.”

“We’ll notify them.”

“Notify them? No one’s even been bringing them food.”

“You’re telling us they’re infected, too?”

 

***

 

It’s been three hours back here. My temperature hits a hundred and four. I’m sweating through the hospital gowns and sheets before they even have a chance to settle. Fifteen minutes later, I’m freezing and curled into the fetal position. My headache is like a mega migraine with auras and lights. You can’t even escape inside your own mind because the heliovirus is there. It attacks your brain first and then the whole nervous system. My legs spasm randomly and my thighs ache. It’s so strange––like when I do too many leg thrusts in the gym. Of course, every joint aches. My throat turns into a tube of shredded glass. My lungs feel like a million pins are stuck inside, every breath drawing them in, every exhale drawing them out.

There’s not enough morphine to go around. They gave me one dose, but it barely cuts through. I beg to see my parents and my sister. Wish for them to call Amy. No one can have visitors. It’s too risky. Once you’re in the infirmary, you’re locked down. I’ve not seen anyone taken out of the unit.

My lungs feel like sponges filled with water. I gasp. Breathing is harder than anything I’ve ever had to do. I’m used to pushing my body as an athlete, but this is tiring me out. Every breath hurts. Each one feels like it takes every bit of my energy to summon.

I try to take smaller breaths, but it makes it worse. I can never quite get enough. I try to wave to the clinicians for help, but they don’t acknowledge me. It’s nearly impossible to breathe. Even the gasping isn’t working. I’m trying. Trying. Trying so hard. My mouth and jaw aren’t cooperating.

At least the pain has subsided into the background. It’s like that moment when you’ve been jogging for a long time and your mind and body seem to separate and you just feel like you’re commanding your body like a video game. That’s also the bad thing: I’m not feeling much at all of anything.

My aunt was a Marine, and she once told me that so long as you felt pain, you still had a chance and that you were very much alive. It’s only when you stopped feeling pain that something has gone terribly wrong.

I’m numb.

I can’t move.

The edges of everything seem to grow dark.

Why didn’t I just go right back to the cabin? So stupid. I see my family’s faces and wonder who’s going to feed them while I’m away.

And then there’s a miracle: I find myself able to take a deep breath. I suck in and the air feels better than anything I’ve ever felt. I let it out, my head so light, as if it’s made of cotton. My eyes are so heavy, my body so tired.

I shut my eyes and slip into forever.

 

***

 

Try again.

 

 


“So, what’s it going to be,” Amy asks, staring up at me with puppy dog eyes.

I’ve heard you can’t tell if someone is attractive if they’re wearing a mask, but all it took was one look into Amy’s eyes to see she has a beautiful soul. “If I could, I’d spend the entire day with you,” I tell her.

“But?”

“But we shouldn’t take too long. We don’t need to give your dad anything else to worry about.”

“Anyone ever tell you you’re too nice?”

“Other than you?”

“So where to?”

I point to the table where our hallway connects with the one we’d come from. Scott, the security guard, and the techs are a good sixty yards away, the creep watching over the buffet a little less than that.

Amy lowers her mask, reveals a mischievous grin. “Think they’ll bust me?” 

I do the same, enjoying the fresh air but feeling a little naked.

We pile the extra boxes on the table and sit across from each other, me on the south side so I can keep an eye on the creep.
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