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Chapter 1 – Little Sick Girl

The day started good. It wouldn’t end that way.

Sun was already high and mean over Crawford Texas, baking the gravel drive in front of the Cole place so hot the air above it shimmered. Ethan Cole came out of the trailer with a coffee mug and a cigarette, boots scuffing on the warped wooden steps, and paused a second to listen.

It was a familiar morning soundscape: cicadas going like a bad electrical line, somebody’s dog barking two lots over, Highway 185 humming in the distance. Inside the trailer, the TV murmured low—some cartoon theme song—and here and there came the clink of dishes as Mariah moved around the tiny kitchen.

Ethan took a drag and squinted at his truck. The old Ford sat under the hackberry tree, dusty and honest. “You and me, baby,” he muttered, “we got one more summer in us.”

The screen door squeaked and banged behind him.

“Ethan,” Mariah said, “don’t start your whole day talkin’ to that fuck’n truck. You haven’t fixed it yet. You’ll have to take the Honda again.”

He grinned over his shoulder. She stood barefoot on the top step, tank top, old pajama shorts, dark hair twisted up in a messy knot, a dish towel thrown over one shoulder. There was a smudge of something yellow on her forearm—eggs, probably.

“The Honda’s fine. I’ll get around to the truck soon. Just need a few more days of overtime,” Ethan said. “Just need a little bit more money.”

“Yeah, well, you need to get to work to make the money,” she said. 

He held his mug out. “Well, aren’t you a treat this morning. Top me off, please?”

She rolled her eyes but took it. “I swear, you really do run on Folgers and bad decisions.”

“That’s blue collar living, baby. And since you ain’t Folgers, I guess you’re my bad decision.”

“Fuck you!  Could have done better.”

“You did the best you can. Sides, I’m only fuck’n with ya.”

“Well...you’re an asshole.”

He turned his head, listening hard again. “You hear Jake?”

“Out back,” she said. “Been hittin’ that tire with his bat since seven. I told him if he dents my clothesline pole, I’m sellin’ that bat on Facebook Marketplace.”

Ethan smiled, picturing his twelve-year-old in the dust, sunburned already, practicing his swing against the old tractor tire chained to a post at the back of their narrow yard. Jake had a stubborn mean streak that ran straight through him, same as his mom. Once he got ahold of a hobby, he chewed it like a bone.

“And Lily?” Ethan asked.

“Still out,” Mariah said, voice softening. “She kicked the blanket off three times, though. Little heater.”

“She’s five,” Ethan said. “She runs hot. I did at her age too.”

“Yeah, yeah. ‘You did at her age.’ You also ate worms and shit and climbed into the pig pen.” She handed the mug back, now full and steaming. “Don’t be late gettin’ out to the Miller place. He’s already texted me twice askin’ if you left yet. Man’s high-strung.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“I told him you were in the bathroom with the runs.” She smirked. “That always slows people down.”

“Shit,” he said, half giggling. “Appreciate the dignity, hon.”

He leaned down, brushed a coffee-flavored kiss against her lips. She smelled like frying oil and dish soap and whatever cheap floral body spray she’d picked up at Dollar General. He liked that smell. He could fill the swell in his jeans pressing against the denim.

The screen door banged again. This time it was Jake, all elbows and knees and sweat, a faded Texas Rangers cap crooked on his head.

“Mom, is there more eggs?” he asked, already halfway through the doorway.

“Whoa there, slugger.” Ethan put a hand on his shoulder. “Say good mornin’ like you were raised with manners.”

Jake jerked his chin up. “Mornin’.”

Mariah lifted an eyebrow. “Mornin’ who?”

“Mornin’ Mom. Mornin’ Dad,” he amended, eyes rolling just enough to register protest.

“There’s eggs,” Mariah said. “But if you eat ’em all, your sister’s gonna kick your scrawny behind when she wakes up.”

“She never eats real food,” Jake said. “She lives on cereal and dinosaur nuggets. She’s basically a raccoon.”

“Your raccoon sister loves you,” Ethan said. “Go wash your hands first. With soap, not just water you wave your fingers through.”

Jake made a face but disappeared back inside.

Ethan stubbed out his cigarette on the brick they used for an ashtray. “I’ll head out after I say bye to her,” he said.

“Let her sleep,” Mariah said. “You know how she gets if you wake her.”

“Just a peek.”

He stepped past her into the narrow hallway, coffee mug in hand. The trailer smelled like toast and butter, with a faint undercurrent of old carpet and last night’s fried bologna.

Lily’s room was at the end, a little square space painted a patchy lavender. He eased the door open with his shoulder.

She was a knot of small limbs on her twin bed, hair a dark fan on the pillow, one arm flung out like she’d been reaching for something in a dream. Her pink Minnie Mouse blanket was mostly on the floor. Sunlight sliced through the crooked blinds.

“Hey, Lilypad,” Ethan whispered. “Daddy’s gotta head out to work.”

She didn’t answer. Her little brow was furrowed like she was solving a serious puzzle under her eyelids.

He set his coffee on the dresser and moved closer. Reached down, brushed a hand over her hair. It was damp, but it was July in Texas and the trailer’s AC was more hope than machine some days.

“Lily,” he said, a little louder. “You want toast?”

She made a small sound, not quite a word, and shifted away from his hand. He saw a sheen on her forehead that wasn’t just sweat.

He laid the back of his fingers against her temple.

She was warm.

Not hot hot, not yet. Just... warmer than he liked.

“Mariah?” he called.

She appeared in the doorway almost immediately, wiping her hands on the dish towel, the way she always did when she heard something in his voice that wasn’t quite right.

“What?”

“Feel her,” Ethan said quietly. “She’s runnin’ a little high.”

Mariah crossed in two steps, pressed her cool palm to Lily’s cheek, then slid it to her neck. “Mm,” she said. “Yeah. Little fever–ish.” She frowned, lips thinning.

Lily stirred at the touch, cracked one eye, squinted up at them.

“Mama?” she mumbled. “My head hurts.”

“Hey, baby,” Mariah said, voice dropping into that soft coo she had. “How long’s it been hurtin’?”

“Always,” Lily said, which in five-year-old meant anywhere from ten minutes to the dawn of time. “Since the cartoons.”

“What kind of hurt?” Ethan asked. “Like someone bonked you, or like... inside hurt?”

Lily scowled, as if offended by the question. “Inside my head, Daddy,” she whispered. Her voice sounded smaller than usual. “And my tummy feels... ugh.”

She gave up on metaphors and just made a miserable little noise.

“Any sore throat?” Mariah asked, brushing hair off her daughter’s face. “Does it hurt when you swallow?”

Lily nodded once, then winced at the movement.

Mariah sighed. “Damn daycare plague,” she muttered. “Those mother fuckers are just in it for the money. They’ll let any sick kid in as long as mommy and daddy fork over the rent money.”

“Lower your voice. She was fine yesterday,” Ethan said. “You were fine yesterday, weren’t you, bug?”

She made a noncommittal whine.

“Kids bounce back quickly though,” Mariah said. “You want some Tylenol, peanut?”

“No,” Lily whispered, which meant yes but she felt too bad to deal with it.

“I’ll get it,” Ethan said.

By the time he had the little cherry-red dose measured and the cheap digital thermometer dug out of the junk drawer, the morning had an edge to it the cicadas couldn’t drown out.

“Stick this under your tongue, baby,” Mariah said, holding out the thermometer.

“I hate that thing,” Lily muttered.

“You hate everything,” Mariah said. “Just put the damn thermometer in your mouth.”

Lily obediently opened her mouth. The thermometer beeped and flickered and produced a number.

“Hundred point... one,” Mariah read. “Okay. Not crazy, but not nothing. Here.” She held the Tylenol up. “Down the hatch.”

“Does it taste yucky?” Lily asked, eyeing the little plastic cup of syrup like it might bite her.

“Tastes like candy,” Ethan said. “Promise.”

“You said that about Brussels sprouts,” she accused weakly.

“I was tryin’ to be optimistic.”

Mariah shot him a look. “Stop arguin’ with the patient. Drink, honey.”

Lily did, face scrunching in martyrdom.

“Can she still go to Miss Deena’s?” Ethan asked, referring to the neighbor who ran an informal day-care out of her living room.

“No,” Mariah said immediately. “I’m not adding another sick child to the already over loaded trailer. I’ll call in to Debbie at the store, tell her I’m out.”

“You sure?” Ethan said. “I can call Miller, see if he can shift the fence job to tomorrow. We can tag-team.”

“You miss another day, Frank’s gonna find somebody else who can mend fence and not gripe about the money,” she said. “We need that check. I’ll stay. It’s probably just a twenty-four-hour bug.”

Lily rolled to one side, clutching her stuffed raccoon, Mister Bandit. “I’m cold,” she whispered.

“You want your blanket?” Ethan asked, reaching down.

“No.” She pulled her knees up. “I’m cold inside.”

Mariah and Ethan met eyes over her head. There was a moment there, something wordless and tight, then Mariah forced a smile.

“That’s the fever talkin’,” she said. “Mama’s gonna get you some toast and water. You’ll be bossin’ your brother around again by tonight, I bet you.”

Jake appeared in the doorway, chewing a mouthful of egg so big his cheeks bulged. “Is she sick?”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full, boy,” Ethan said.

Jake made an exaggerated swallow. “Is she?”

“Just a little fever,” Mariah said. “You leave her be. No pokin’, no jumpin’ on the bed, no runnin’ in here yellin’ like you got attacked by bees, you hear me?”

“I don’t ever do that,” Jake said, offended.

Ethan and Mariah just stared at him.

“...anymore,” Jake added.

“Go on,” Ethan said. “Your mom’ll need you later to fetch stuff.”

Jake lingered in the doorway long enough to look at his sister. “Feel better, Lilybug,” he said, voice softening in a way he would deny if anyone mentioned it.

She lifted her hand a little and let it flop back down.

By ten, Ethan was on the road, the Honda’s AC wheezing cool-ish air at his face as he headed out toward the Miller ranch. Dust plumed in the rearview mirror. He kept thinking about how Lily had said “cold inside” and shivered even though the heat was leaning in through the windows like a physical thing.

He called Mariah on his beat-up smartphone once he hit a stretch with decent reception.

“How’s she doin’?” he asked, skipping hello.

“Same,” Mariah said. He could hear the TV in the background, some kids show announcer too cheerful. “Fever’s down a hair. Ninety-nine point eight. She’s dozin’. I got her on the couch so she can watch cartoons.”

“You givin’ her water?”

“What do you think I am, a monster? Yeah, I’m givin’ her water.”

He smiled. “You want me to swing back after lunch?”

“No. Fix Mr. Miller’s damn fence before he has a stroke. If she spikes, I’ll call you. How’s the road lookin’? Folks losing their minds over this ‘mystery flu’ yet?”

“Nah,” Ethan said. “Same old. Guy in a dually nearly ran me off the road tryin’ to pass, but that’s just Tuesday.”

“Jake’s poutin’ ’cause I won’t let him go to the park,” Mariah said. “Said Tommy’s mom let him go.”

“Tommy’s mom lets him drink Mountain Dew for breakfast,” Ethan said. “That ain’t a benchmark.”

“Mm. I told him that, just with more cussin’.”

He laughed. It steadied him. “Text me if anything changes.”

“You’ll be the first to know, babe.”

He hung up, but every time the Honda hit a pothole, he thought of Lily’s little face scrunched in pain.

Back at the trailer, the day got smaller, more focused.

Mariah wiped counters that didn’t need wiping, folded laundry she’d already folded once. The TV droned on: bright colors, squeaky voices, some talking dinosaur moralizing about friendship. The little box fan in the corner hummed, only moving hot air around.

Lily lay on the couch, cheeks pink, eyes shiny. Mister Bandit was tucked under her chin. She’d kicked her socks off, bare feet pale against the brown couch cushion.

“Mom?” she said around noon.

“Yeah, baby?”

“I don’t like this cartoon.” She made a face. “They’re singin’ about vegetables.”

“Vegetables are good,” Mariah said.

“They’re gross.”

“Some are gross,” Mariah conceded. “You like carrots.”

“Raw carrots,” Lily said. “Cooked carrots are what’s gross.”

Mariah smiled despite herself. “We’ll write a letter to the carrot council, let ’em know.”

She crossed over, pressed the back of her hand to Lily’s forehead again. Warmer than before. That little worm of worry dug deeper.

“Let’s check you again,” she said, reaching for the thermometer.

“Again?” Lily whined.

“Gotta see how your body’s fightin’, baby. It’s like checkin’ the scoreboard.”

“I hate the scoreboard.”

“Thermometer don’t care, it’s still goin’ in your mouth,” Mariah said gently.

It beeped. She glanced down.

Hundred point three.

“Mm,” Mariah said out loud, which was her not-panicking noise.

Lily groaned. “It feels like my bones are mad.”

“Bones been workin’ hard,” Mariah said. “Growin’ you up and all.”

“Can you turn the light off?” Lily asked. “It’s too bright.”

“Absolutely, baby,” Mariah said, but she got up and closed the cheap mini-blinds a little more, dimming the living room.

She grabbed her phone from the counter and shot a text to Ethan.

Lil up to 100.3. Gave more Tylenol. Says her bones are mad. Watching cartoons.

The three dots blinked a second, then Ethan replied:

You want me to come home?

Mariah looked at her daughter, at the worn couch, at the cluttered coffee table with crayons and yesterday’s mail.

Not yet, she typed.

Not yet. If she hits 102, we go in.

Okay, he sent back. Keep me posted. Love you.

She slid the phone into her pocket. The talking dog on the TV learned a lesson about sharing. Mariah watched Lily’s chest rise and fall, counting without meaning to.

By two o’clock, Jake had given up on sulking and gone into mission mode.

He brought Lily ice chips in a bowl. He made a sign that said QUIET: SICK KID and taped it crookedly on the front door with blue painter’s tape he stole from the junk drawer. He stood sentinel in the front yard like someone might roll up at any moment planning to party.

When their neighbor, Miss Deena, came up the drive around three, carrying a bag of groceries, he intercepted her.

“Can’t come in,” he announced importantly, touching the brim of his cap. “Quarantine.”

Deena, a stout woman in her fifties with sharp eyes and a smoker’s laugh, squinted at the sign. “Well, I’ll be. Y’all got official, huh?”

“Lily’s sick,” Jake said. “Mom says it’s like a flu maybe.”

Deena’s face softened. “Poor baby. You tell your mama I can run to town if she needs anything, okay? Long as I don’t got to put on real pants.”

Jake smirked. “You never do.”

“Watch it, boy, I’ll tell Santa,” she said, but she was smiling. “I’m serious. Tell her. These news people talkin’ like the world’s endin’ and H-E-B’s gonna close and all. Folks are gonna start fightin’ over toilet paper again like with the Covid.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “That was stupid.”

“People get stupid when they’re scared,” Deena said. “You take care of your sister.”

“I am,” he said, and for once he wasn’t bragging.

By late afternoon, the heat lay over the trailer like a wet blanket. Crawford Texas hit 104 F. The little AC unit rattled and wheezed, losing the fight. No amount of cool air could keep the small blue trailer cool.

Lily’s fever climbed.

Ninety-nine point nine. One hundred point five. One hundred one.

Her cheeks were flushed red, eyes glassy. The muscles in her legs twitched sometimes, little jerks that made her whimper in her sleep.

Mariah called the clinic at four, after the thermometer beeped 101.8. “Close enough,” she said.

“This is Crawford Family Practice, please hold,” the receptionist said, background noise of phones ringing and someone coughing.

“I just—” Mariah started, but the line clicked, and tinny hold music began to play. She waited, tapping her foot, watching Lily.

After three minutes, someone picked up. A woman, exhausted but trying to sound chipper.

“Crawford Family, this is Sheryl.”

“Sheryl, hey, it’s Mariah Cole,” she said. “We come in all the time, I think you know us.”

“Oh, hey, Mariah,” Sheryl said. “What’s goin’ on?”

“It’s my little girl, Lily? She woke up this morning with a fever and headache and sore throat. Been givin’ her Tylenol, but it’s creepin’ up. She’s at 101.8 now, says her bones hurt, and she’s just... off. Should I bring her in?”

Sheryl sighed. “Okay, so Dr. Halloway’s been seein’ a lot of that. Prob’ly the same thing that’s goin’ around. We are slammed, sugar. Like, slammed-slammed. We’re only takin’ real emergency walk-ins right now.”

“My five-year-old’s got a hundred and two fever and says her bones hurt,” Mariah said, more sharply than she meant to. “That feels like—”

“I hear you,” Sheryl cut in. “I’m just sayin’ what we’ve got goin’ on. Does she have any trouble breathing? Any rash? Any confusion? Like not knowin’ where she is?”

“No,” Mariah said. “Not yet.”

“Any, uh, blue around her lips or fingers? That’s what they told me to ask.”

“No,” Mariah said slowly, suddenly hating the word “yet.”

“Okay. So they’re tellin’ us to tell y’all to treat it at home unless they hit one-oh-three and stay there after meds, or you see those other things,” Sheryl said. “Push fluids, Tylenol, keep her cool. If she starts breathin’ fast or talkin’ nonsense, you bring her in right away, okay?”

“Okay,” Mariah said. “What about that bug they’re talkin’ about on TV? The one in Portland? Just the flu, they said.”

“Dr. H says there’s a lotta flu-lookin’ stuff right now,” Sheryl said quickly. “Folks are panickin’. Our computers keep glitchin’, phones droppin’ calls, it’s nuts. But he says same thing as always: hydrate, rest, meds. We’re keepin’ an eye on cases, but... honestly, Mariah, if I said ‘bring her in,’ you’d sit in a waitin’ room three to four hours with people coughin’ on you.”

Mariah looked at Lily, little chest rising and falling too fast for her liking.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Thank you.”

“Call back if it gets worse, okay?” Sheryl said. “I’ll try to squeeze y’all in tomorrow for a look-see.”

“Yeah,” Mariah said. “Tomorrow.”

She hung up and stared at the phone like it might offer better advice if she glared hard enough.

“Mom?” Lily’s voice was a thin thread.

“Yeah, baby?” She was at the couch in three steps.

“I don’t like my eyes,” Lily whispered.

“What’s wrong with your eyes?”

“They feel... big,” she said, struggling. “Like they’re tryin’ to see too much.”

Mariah knelt down, took her hand. It was hot and limp. “You’re okay,” she said. “You just got a fever. Remember when you had strep last year? Felt like this, kinda.”

“I don’t like it,” Lily said.

“I know,” Mariah said. “I don’t either.”

Ethan got home just before dark, sun bleeding out over the flat horizon. The Honda rolled into the drive, gravel crunching. He’d called twice on his lunch break, once more on the way back from Miller’s place. Every time he’d hung up feeling like someone had slid a weight a little further down inside his gut.

He walked in, boots heavy, and the smell hit him first: the sour-sweet of fever, sweat, and stale air.

“How is she?” he asked, voice too loud in the small room.

“Still at a hundred and two even,” Mariah said, sitting at the edge of the couch, hair now falling out of its knot. “It went up to one-oh-two-five around five. I almost took her in, then it came back down a little. She’s dozed most the afternoon. She threw up once. Mostly water.”

“Think we should make the drive to Methodist Hospital?” Mariah asked, Looking down at Lily.

“Can’t. Even if we wanted the Honda’s radiator started puff’n steam today on my way to buy some wire cutters, Jake said in a defeated voice. “Damn car wouldn’t make it to Methodist.”

“Hey, bug,” Ethan said, easing himself down on the coffee table so he could see Lily’s face. “Daddy’s home.”

She cracked her eyes, pupils wide in the dim light. “You’re loud,” she whispered.

“I’ll be quiet,” he said immediately. “You want anything? Water? Ice? A new dad who makes more money?”

She made a ghost of a smile at that, then winced. “My head hurts when I smile.”

“Okay, no jokes,” he said softly. “Just rest.”

He looked up at Mariah. In the low light, the lines around her eyes looked deeper. The dark circles darker.

“Clinic says just flu,” she said in a dull voice, anticipating his next question. “Sheryl gave me the script. ‘Treat it at home unless she turns blue.’ That about covers it.”

“Blue’s a hell of a line to wait on,” Ethan muttered.

“You wanna go sit in that lobby with every coughin’ person in the county?” she asked. “They got folks standin’ in the hall last time we went, remember? And that was just for ear infections and blood pressure checks.”

He didn’t answer, just reached for the thermometer again.

“Dad,” Jake said from the small kitchen table, where he sat with his math workbook spread out, pencil tapping. “They said on the news this thing in Portland, some people just, like, fall over in the grocery store and die.”

“Don’t watch the damn news,” Ethan snapped. Then he caught himself. “Sorry. Just... not around your sister, okay?”

Jake’s face shut down a little. “I was watchin’ it on my phone. It’s not even on the TV.”

“Then don’t watch it on your phone,” Ethan said. “Go finish your homework in your room.”

“It’s summer,” Jake said. “I don’t have homework.”

“Then go pretend you do,” Ethan said, patience fraying.

“Ethan,” Mariah murmured.

Jake scraped his chair back, stiff. “Fine. I’ll just go be a ghost in my room like usual.”

He stomped down the hall, door slamming a second later.

Ethan closed his eyes briefly, then put the thermometer under Lily’s tongue.

“Hold it. Just like before.”

It beeped. He looked.

102.1.

He let out a breath through his nose.

“Maybe we oughta just take her in,” he said, voice low. “Sit in the damn waiting room all night if we have to.”

“And have her catch whatever else is floatin’ around?” Mariah said. “They said—”

“I don’t care what they said,” Ethan snapped, then immediately regretted the sharpness. “Sorry. I just... hundred and two, Riah. She’s five.”

“You think I don’t know how old she is?” Mariah shot back, eyes flashing. “I was there when she came out, remember?”

They glared at each other over Lily’s small, flushed body. He saw her shaking just a little.

“Hey,” he said, softer. “Hey. I’m scared, okay?”

“You think I’m not?” she whispered. “I’ve been listenin’ to her breathe since ten this mornin’, countin’ every damn one.”

He reached out and took her free hand. It was cold and damp.

“We’ll give her another dose,” he said. “See where she is in an hour. If she goes up instead of down, we go. Screw Sheryl and her protocols.”

“Okay,” Mariah said, voice tiny.

They sat there like that, in the dim, holding their daughter’s hands and each other’s, while the TV played to no one and the cicadas outside screamed into the falling night.

Chapter 2 – Just the Flu

By midnight, the house felt too small for all that worry.

Mariah sat hunched on the edge of the couch, one leg bouncing nervously, eyes fixed on the second hand of the cheap plastic Texas-shaped clock hanging crooked over the TV. She’d always hated that clock from the moment Ethan bought it. Now, she couldn’t take her eyes off it. Every tick sounded loud, like branches snapping in half. The TV itself was dark now; the cartoons had long given way to that weird late-night infomercial shit. The one where if you “act now”, you can get two for the price of one.

Lily lay on her back, the Minnie Mouse blanket damp against her neck. The sweat causing the pink cotton to look red. Her cheeks were still the color of boiled shrimp. In the dim light from the kitchen, her eyelashes threw little shadows on her skin.

“Ninety minutes,” Mariah whispered, talking mostly to herself. “Tylenol’s gotta be workin’ by now.”

She slipped the thermometer under Lily’s tongue again. Lily made a small grumpy sound but didn’t fight it. Mariah counted in her head until it beeped.

She pulled it out and squinted.

102.4°F.

“Shit,” she breathed, so soft it was almost a sigh.

Lily’s eyes fluttered. “Don’t say bad words,” she murmured.

Mariah’s throat tightened. “Sorry, baby. Mommy’s just tired.”

She heard Ethan’s bare feet slap down the hallway before she saw him. He came into the living room in boxers and an old University of North Texas t-shirt, rubbing one eye with the bottom of the shirt.

“What’s it say?” he asked, voice sleep-rough.

“One-oh-two-point-four,” she said, holding the thermometer up like proof of some crime.

He exhaled slowly, staring at the little display like maybe he could make the numbers roll backward with enough concentration.

“How’s her breathing?” he asked, stepping closer, leaning over Lily.

“Fast,” Mariah said. “Not... gasping. Just fast. I keep countin’ and losin’ count.”

He put his hand on Lily’s chest, feeling it rise and fall under his palm, quick little bumps.

“Lilybug,” he said quietly. “Daddy’s here.”

Her eyelids fluttered again. “It’s hot,” she whispered. “It’s hot and my bones hurt so bad, daddy.”

“I know, sweety” he said. “We got the AC goin’. It’s fightin’ for you.”

She made a weak huff. “I’m hot, daddy,” she said, the word daddy more of a cry than words.

Mariah got up and went to the kitchen sink, ran a washcloth under cool water, wrung it out, and laid it gently across Lily’s forehead.

“That feel any better?” she asked.

“Mm,” Lily said, hot tears streaming down both cheeks.

Ethan sat down on the coffee table, elbows on his knees, hands clasped so tight his knuckles were white.

“We should just go,” he said finally, not looking at Mariah. “It’s one-oh-two and climbed. I don’t like that. I don’t like how she’s talkin’.”

“She’s talkin’ fine,” Mariah said automatically, then thought about it and grimaced. “I don’t know, maybe you’re right.”

“She said the light was yellin’ earlier,” Ethan said. “That ain’t fine. That ain’t how little’ns should be talk’n if their fine.”

“Fevers make people say things they don’t mean, Ethan,” Mariah said, crossing her arms over her chest.

He stared at the TV screen. “Turn this shit off. I’m gett’n mad and this stupid snake oil sales man is pissing me off.”

“I need the noise. I need something to drown out my thoughts,” Mariah said desperately.

She stared at the thermometer still in her hand. “They told me not to bring her in unless she was blue or confused,” she said. “They said the waitin’ room is packed. They said... they said flu.”

“Sheryl said flu,” Ethan said. “She ain’t no fuck’n doctor.”

“She’s seen a lot of sick kids this week,” Mariah said. “You think I don’t wanna throw her in the car right now and go? You think I wanna wait ’til she—” Her voice broke and she snapped her mouth shut.

Ethan leaned back, rubbed his face hard. He looked older in the half-light. “We go now, we sit there four fuck’n hours, we maybe get seen by some sand-nigger ER doc who says the same thing as Halloway and sends us home with a bigger Tylenol bill,” he said, trying to keep his voice from reaching lily’s ears. “And we risk her pickin’ up whatever all them other little snot nosed bastards got.”

Mariah swallowed. The weight of every decision pressed to the point she could feel her soul crushing.

She could feel her anxiety climbing and knew she would have a full blown panic attack at any moment. He mind wondered to the Xanax bottle in her nightstand drawer. It was in a CVS prescription bottle, just not her prescription.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Okay. If she’s still over one-oh-two by morning, we go. Walk-in clinic, hospital, whatever. First thing. No callin’ first, no talkin’ to Sheryl. We just go and plant our asses there ’til somebody looks at her.”

Ethan nodded slowly. “Yeah. Morning,” he said. “We’ll be first ones there.”

Mariah rose from the sofa slowly as to not wake Lily. “Where you goin?” Ethan asked, looking up from the floor. “I gotta get something from the bedroom,” she said, looking at her white knuckles. “I’ll be right back.”

A few minutes later Mariah returned to the sofa and sat next to Lily, a bit of relief on her face.

They sat like that another hour, taking turns dozing upright, waking in panicked jerks to check her breathing. Around three, Lily woke long enough to throw up again, a thin string of bile into the bowl Mariah had waiting.

“’M sorry,” Lily whispered afterward, eyes glassy.

“Don’t you apologize,” Mariah said, wiping her mouth with a gentle hand. “Throw up all you need, baby.”

“Gross,” Lily muttered weakly, which felt almost like normal.

At four, the fever dipped down to 101.9. Mariah felt hope like a small cool breeze. At four-thirty, it crept back up to 102.3.

By six, when the sky over Crawford went from black to deep purple and the first cicadas of the new day cranked their rattling noise, they’d made up their minds.

At 7:05 a.m., Ethan stood in the cramped bedroom, tugging on jeans with one hand and dialing his boss with the other.

Frank Miller answered on the third ring, sounding like he’d been awake for hours already or never slept.

“Miller,” he barked.

“Hey, Frank, it’s Ethan,” Ethan said, hopping on one foot, trying to get his heel into the boot. “Listen, uh... Lily’s sick. Fever. We gotta take her into the hospital this morning. I ain’t gonna make it out to the fence line today.”

There was a pause, a little sigh of static.

“Goddammit,” Frank said, not quite at Ethan, more like at the universe. “That stomach bug has got every damn person I know. This bug ain’t nothin to fuck around with either. I hear people are dying from it. Dying! Goddammit!

“Yes sir,” Ethen said low as though trying to figure out Frank’s outburst. My baby has a fever, headache, sore throat,” 

Frank was quiet again. Ethan pictured the older man in his kitchen, hand on his hip, staring at the worn linoleum.

“My grandson had somethin’ like that last week,” Frank said finally, softer. “Ran a hundred and three for two days. That’s a goddamn high fever. My daughter nearly lost her damn mind. He’s okay now, ya know. But it was touch-and-go there for a bit. Listen, you do what you gotta do. You’re that baby’s father and I ain’t gonna tell ya how to tend to her. Ah, hell, fence’ll still be there tomorrow.”

“I’ll make up the hours,” Ethan said quickly. “Sunday, nights, whatever you need, Frank.”

“Just get your girl looked at,” Frank said. “Text me later, let me know what the doc says. I know I’m a mean ‘ol sumbitch, but I care about kids.”

“Will do. Thanks, Frank.”

He hung up and grabbed his wallet and keys off the dresser.

In the living room, Mariah was already dressed, hair in a tight ponytail, circles under her eyes like bruises. She had Lily in one of Jake’s old Iron Maiden t-shirts, easier to get off if they needed to, the Minnie Mouse blanket wrapped around her shoulders like a cape.

Jake hovered near the door, backpack on, like he might be going to school.

“I’m comin’,” he said as Ethan stepped in. “I’m goin’ with y’all.”

“No you’re not, mister,” Mariah said immediately. “You’re goin’ to Deena’s.”

“What? Hell no.” He looked offended. “I can help. I’ll hold stuff. I’ll—”

“You’ll watch your mouth and do what I say. We can’t afford you gett’n whatever everybody else there has and bring it back here,” Ethan said, shrugging into his faded denim jacket. “We don’t need all four of us in that petri dish. One of us gotta stay healthy to take care of everybody. Looks like that somebody is you, kid.”

“I am healthy,” Jake said. “Look.” He rolled up his sleeve and flexed his biceps, like that proved something.

Ethan put a hand on his shoulder, squeezed. “You’re healthy today,” he said. “And we wanna keep it that way. Deena offered, didn’t she?”

Jake scowled. “Yeah, but smokes all the time and watches those grown-up day shows. I can’t breath and I'm bored there.”

“She smells like cigarettes and coffee and kindness,” Mariah said. “You’re goin’ over there. End of story.”

Jake’s face crumpled a little. “What if something happens?” he asked, softer. “To Lily.”

“We’re takin’ her in so nothin’ worse does happens,” Ethan said. “We ain’t leavin’ her on the couch. I’ll call you from the hospital, okay? Or I’ll call Deena’s phone. You’ll know what’s goin’ on.”

Jake swallowed. “Okay,” he said, but his eyes said it wasn’t.

He stepped up to the couch, looked down at his sister. “Hey, Lilybug,” he said, voice small. “They’re takin’ you to the doctor, okay? You’re gonna get a popsicle and some cold air conditioning.”

Lily’s eyelids fluttered. She looked at him as if from far away. “Can it be red?” she whispered.

“Red air conditioning?” he said, smiling. “Don’t think they make that. 

“momma, tell Jake to stop it,” Lily whispered. “He knows I mean the posicle.”

“He’s just fool’n ya, cause he loves ya,” she muttered.

“I see if Ms. Deena has any red popsicles,” Jake said. “They’ll probably taste like Marlboros though.”

“Y’all wrap this up,” Mariah said, voice wobbly. “We gotta go.”

Ethan scooped Lily up, careful with her head. She felt like a little furnace in his arms, heavy and strangely limp.

“Daddy,” she whispered, leaning her forehead against his neck. “Everything hurts.”

“I know, baby,” he said, swallowing hard. “We’re gonna get you some help.”

They filed out onto the small porch. The air already had heat in it, sun not even clear of the horizon yet. Deena was waiting at the bottom of the steps, robe on, cigarette in hand, like she’d been there awhile.

“Figured y’all’d be goin’ in,” she said, flicking ash into the dirt. “You drop that boy with me. I’ll fatten him up while you’re gone. Got some Vienna sausages and Deviled ham at the Dollar Tree yesterday. I know it’s full of chicken lips and Cow teeth but damn is it good in Spaghetti-o.”

Jake made a face. “You always try to make me eat weird stuff. That sounds gross, Ms. Deena”

“When ya livin on $654 a month plus daycare money, ya got to get creative,” Deena said. “Come on, kid.”

Mariah hugged Jake tight, then pulled back and grabbed his chin, making him look at her.

“You listen to Miss Deena, you hear?” she said. “No backtalk. No runnin’ off. You stay inside unless there’s a fire, and if there’s a fire, you run toward water, not toward the fire. Got it?” She pulled Jake Closer, “and if she tries to make you eat that Vienna Spaghetti shit, drop the bowl on the floor and let the dogs have at it.

“Got it,” he said, eyes wide.

“Love you,” she said, kissing his forehead.

“Love you too,” he mumbled, embarrassed, glancing at Deena like he hoped she hadn’t heard.

Ethan adjusted Lily in his arms, careful. “All right,” he said. “We’re out.”

“Y’all call me,” Deena said, jabbing her cigarette in the air. “Anything changes. I mean it. I can make casseroles like a machine gun.”

“Thanks, Deena,” Mariah said.

They moved toward the car, gravel crunching underfoot.

“Mom,” Jake called.

Mariah turned.

“Bring her back,” he said. The bravado was gone; it was just a boy’s plea.

“We will,” she lied with the conviction of a woman who couldn’t afford the truth. “That’s the whole plan.”

Crawford County General Hospital sat on the outskirts of town, low and flat and beige, like it had been built out of boredom and leftover drywall. It had a five-bed ER, a dozen inpatient rooms, a small lab, and a lobby where the vending machines did half the work of comforting people.

Ethan pulled the Honda under the overhang near the sliding glass doors. A couple of smokers in wrinkled scrubs huddled near the ashtray can, talking quietly. One of them stubbed his cigarette out and held the door open as Ethan came in with his bundle of girl and blanket.

The blast of air conditioning inside was like stepping into another world. The smell of disinfectant and coffee hit his nose: sharp, bitter, oddly reassuring.

“Damn. Didn’t realize I wanted coffee until just know,” Ethan said puzzled.

The waiting room was full. A rancher with his boot off, ankle wrapped in a bloody towel. A teen girl holding a towel to her nose, eyes watering. A middle-aged man breathing through his mouth, coughing every so often into his fist. A mama with a baby on her hip, bouncing gently, eyes tired. Others slumped over chairs looking more like zombies than humans.

Mariah went straight to the registration window. Sheryl sat there, headset on, typing faster than her brain probably wanted to, hair a frizz halo around her head.

She looked up, recognized them immediately, and her face softened.

“Oh lord,” she said. “Y’all again. That baby still spikin’?”

“Still up,” Mariah said. “She’s at one-oh-two-three, throwin’ up, complainin’ about her bones. I just... I want her seen.”

“You did right bringin’ her in,” Sheryl said, sliding a clipboard through the slot along with a cheap black pen with a broken chain that said FIRST STATE BANK. “Fill this out. I’ll buzz triage.”

“We filled that out last month when she had the ear infection,” Mariah said.

“Baby, every time you come in you gotta fill one out. It’s so the insurance Gods feel less guilty about turning you down for that life saving surgery you might need,” Sheryl said. “Date and signature at the bottom at least, so they don’t yell at me.”

Mariah grimaced but took the clipboard. Ethan shifted Lily’s weight, his arms starting to ache. Lily’s eyes fluttered half-open, taking in the fluorescent lights, the scuffed tile, the plastic chairs.

“It’s cold,” she whispered.

“I thought you said it was hot,” Ethan said softly.

“It’s both,” she said, a little delirious. “My fingers are cold but my ears and eyes are hot.”

“Hey.” He kissed the side of her head. “Daddy’s got you.”

They sat in the hard plastic chairs near the corner. A TV mounted high on the wall ran some cable news channel with the sound off, closed captions scrolling a beat behind the talking heads. Big white letters shouted about MYSTERY VIRUS IN OREGON, MAINE, UTAH? under the anchor’s polished face.

Mariah pointed with her chin. “That’s what I was tellin’ you ’bout yesterday,” she murmured. “Portland, Derry, Salt Lake.”

“News people gotta talk about somethin’,” Ethan said, eyes on Lily. “Last month it was murder hornets again.”

“Murder hornets didn’t give our girl a hundred and two fever,” she shot back.

He didn’t have an answer for that.

A door opened across the room and a nurse stuck her head out. Short, Latina, hair yanked back in a tight bun, scrubs that had seen better days.

“Lily Cole?” she called, glancing at her clipboard.

“That’s us,” Ethan said, standing carefully.

“That’s you,” Mariah amended, taking the blanket edges and tucking them tighter around Lily’s legs as they moved.

The triage room was a small space with a scale, a blood pressure machine that looked older than Jake, and a poster about singing the birthday song when you wash your hands.

“I’m Tanya,” the nurse said, rolling the stool over, grabbing a pulse-ox meter. “She’s a cutie. How old?”

“Five,” Mariah said. “Just turned.”

“All right, Miss Five-Year-Old,” Tanya said, voice going sing-song. “I’m gonna put this little clothes pin on your finger, okay? It’s gonna hug it and tell me how cute you are.”

Lily watched her, pupils big, a little suspicious. “Does it hurt?” she asked.

“Nope, not at all, sweety” Tanya said. “This thing couldn’t hurt a fly. It a pacifist.”

Lily frowned. “What’s that?”

“Means it promises to never hurt anyone,” Tanya said, clipping the device on Lily’s finger, watching the little red light blink. “Just gives good finger hugs.”

The monitor beeped and flashed numbers.

“Tachy, but sats look okay,” Tanya murmured mostly to herself.

“What’s tachy?” Ethan asked.

“Fast heart rate,” she said. “Probably the fever. How long’ she been runnin’ hot again?”

“Started yesterday mornin’,” Mariah said. “It was ninety-nine at first. Hit a hundred last night. It’s been over one-oh-two since, oh, midnight-ish.”

“Any breathing problems?” Tanya asked, wrapping the cuff around Lily’s arm. “Cough?”

“Throat hurts,” Lily whispered. “Head hurts. Everything hurts.”

“No cough,” Mariah said. “She threw up twice, though. Once this afternoon, once around three.”

Tanya nodded, scribbling numbers on a sheet. “Any sick contacts? Daycare? Church nursery? School?”

“Miss Deena’s daycare,” Mariah said. “She’s got half the town’s kids in her living room.”

Tanya half-smiled. “Yeah, we’ve seen a few ‘Miss Deena kids’ this week,” she said. “A whole lotta fever and achy. Flu rapid tests been hit or miss. Still, we’re chartin’ it all. You seen Dr. H yet about this?”

“Called yesterday,” Mariah said. “Sheryl said treat at home unless it got worse. It got worse.”

“All right,” Tanya said. “I’m gonna get you back to a room. We’ll see what he says. Y’all live over on County Road 7 still?”

“Trailer park off it,” Ethan said. “Yeah.”

She scribbled that down too. “Okay. Come with me.”

They were led down a narrow hallway that smelled like antiseptic and coffee. The walls were decorated with faded prints of flowers that no one had looked at on purpose in years.

“Damn. I really need to get a cup of coffee,” Ethan murmured to himself.

Room 3 was small, with one bed, a chair, a monitor, and not much else. Ethan laid Lily gently on the bed. The crackling paper beneath her made a dry, crinkly sound.

“I’ll tell H you’re here,” Tanya said, backing toward the door. “He’s got a couple ahead of you, but we’ll get there.”

“How long you think?” Mariah asked.

Tanya looked at the clipboard, at the hallway. “Little bit,” she said, noncommittal. “We’re hoppin’ today. But I’ll keep my eye on her. If she does anything funny—breathin’ weird, sayin’ weird things—hit that call button, okay?”

“She’s already sayin’ weird things,” Ethan said under his breath.

Tanya gave him a quick, sympathetic look and slipped out, door swinging closed behind her with a soft click.

Dr. Ben Halloway hated mornings lately.

He stared at his reflection in the staff bathroom mirror, toothbrush hanging from his mouth, and thought he looked like something the cat had dragged in and then regretted. Dark hair thinning at the temples, gray threading in like frost. Baggy eyes with little broken blood vessels at the corners. Crow’s feet deeper than they’d been a year ago.

“You look like ten pounds of shit in a five-pound bag,” he told himself around the toothbrush.

He spat, rinsed, and splashed cold water on his face. It didn’t help much.

His phone buzzed on the little shelf by the sink. He checked it.

A text from Karen.

Eli threw up his breakfast. Is that the meds or the thing?

Ben’s chest tightened. He wiped his hands on a paper towel and typed back, thumbs clumsy.

Probably the antibiotics. If his temp goes above 100.5, text me. I can run home at lunch.

Three dots blinked, then:

He says he doesn’t want you to “waste your lunch on him.”

Ben smiled despite the knot in his gut.

Tell him it’s my lunch, I’ll waste it how I want.

He stuck the phone back in his coat pocket and stepped out into the hallway.

The bull pen of the small hospital was buzzing already. Phones ringing, printers whirring, monitors beeping. Tanya was at the central station, flipping through charts.

“You’re up to fifteen patients on the board, doc,” she said, not looking up. “Three fevers, two coughs, one ankle, one toothache, one guy who fell off a ladder and swears he’s fine except for when he moves anything.”

“Tell Ladder Guy he earned himself a CT if he keeps sayin’ ‘I’m fine,’” Ben said. “Bring me whoever’s meltin’ down most first.”

Tanya smirked. “That’d be Mrs. Dugan in one. Says the Tylenol you gave her yesterday made her hallucinate her dead husband.”

Ben sighed. “Fine. Mrs. Dugan first. Then we’ll save the world.”

He shuffled through the morning, one body at a time.

Mrs. Dugan, complaining more about her cable being out than her alleged hallucinations.

A two-year-old with an ear infection, clinging to his mother’s neck like a terrified possum.

A farmhand with an ankle the size of a grapefruit, insisting he could still work if they “just wrapped it real good.”

Three fever cases in a row.

They all looked more or less the same—tired, flushed, complaining of headache, sore throat, bone aches. The rapid flu tests he ordered were positive in some, negative in others, but that was flu tests for you: about as reliable as a politician in election season.

“Some nasty strain this season,” he told Tanya between rooms, washing his hands at the little sink. “Comes on fast.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Couple of the nurses said their kids got it last week. High fevers, two days, then fine. It’s just hittin’ everybody at once.”

“Virus don’t respect our schedule,” he said, drying his hands. “Or our staff levels.”

At 8:40, Tanya poked her head into the break room where he was inhaling a dry granola bar over a styrofoam cup of coffee.

“Got a five-year-old in three,” she said. “Name’s Lily Cole. Fever since yesterday, up over one-oh-two overnight. Sore throat, aches, couple episodes of vomiting, no respiratory distress, sats good. Mom looks like she hasn’t blinked since last week.”

“Cole...” he said, riffling through mental files. “Didn’t we see her for an ear infection last month?”

“Yeah,” Tanya said. “Same crew. Trailer park off County Road 7.”

Ben tossed the granola bar wrapper, took one last gulp of coffee that had long surrendered its will to live, and grabbed the chart.

“A’ight,” he said. “Bring ’em to me.”

Ethan was rubbing small circles on Lily’s back, the kind of soothing motion his mom had used on him when he’d had the chicken pox, when the door opened and Dr. Halloway stepped in.

He was in his fifties, Ethan guessed, maybe early sixties, with a slightly stooped posture and wire-rim glasses. His white coat had seen better laundromats. There was a coffee stain on the pocket.

“Morning, folks,” he said, voice warm and a little raspy. “I’m Dr. H. Looks like we’ve been keepin’ your little one up past her bedtime.”

“Past everything,” Mariah said. “She’s been like this since yesterday. Fever won’t quit. She’s normally a tough lil ‘ol cus, but this virus really got her down.”

“Well, let’s take a look,” Halloway said, walking over to the bed with a practiced half-smile. “Hey there, Lily. I heard you had some bones complainin’ at you.”

Lily blinked at him, hazy. “Yeah, hurts here,” she whispered, pointing at her whole body.

“That so?” he said, pulling the stethoscope from around his neck. “Well, let’s see if we can calm ’em down some. Can you sit up for me, sugar?”

Ethan helped her sit, supporting her back. She felt like a furnace.

Halloway listened to her chest front and back, frowning slightly in concentration. Her lungs were clear, wheeze-free. He checked her ears, her throat.

“Say ‘ahh’ for me,” he said, shining the light.

“Ahhh,” she tried, gagging a little.

“Throat’s a bit red,” he murmured. “Any rash anywhere? Spots on her hands, feet, belly?”

“No,” Mariah said. “I been checkin’.”

He glanced at the chart Tanya had hung at the end of the bed. “Temp was 102.1 when Tanya checked. That still about right?”

“Last one at home was 102.3,” Ethan said. “She’s been there or thereabout since midnight.”

“Mm,” Halloway said. “Headache, throat, bone aches... any stomach pain between the throwin’ up?”

“She says her tummy feels ‘ugh,’” Mariah said. “So I’m gonna say yes.”

He chuckled once, then sobered. “Look, I’ve been seein’ a lotta this,” he said, leaning back against the counter, crossing his arms. “Folks comin’ in with high fevers, aches, sometimes some vomiting. Kids, grown-ups, you name it. Some we’ve flu-tested, some we haven’t, but the pattern’s the same. They get hot, they feel like hammered hell for a few days, then they turn the corner.”

“What about that virus on TV?” Mariah asked quickly. “In Portland and those places. That what this is?”

He lifted one shoulder, let it fall. “Hard to say from a news clip,” he said. “CDC hasn’t sent us anything specific yet, and believe me, they’d be ringin’ our phones off the wall if they thought we had a one-to-one match. Right now, it looks like old-fashioned influenza doin’ what influenza does: runnin’ roughshod through a community that’s tired and a little under-vaccinated.”

“You sure?” Ethan asked, jaw tight.

“As sure as anybody is of anything this side of the grave,” Halloway said gently. “Her lungs sound good. Oxygen looks good. Heart’s a little fast ’cause she’s hot and miserable. She’s drinkin’?”

“She’s sippin’,” Mariah said. “I’m pushin’ water and Pedialyte when she’ll take it.”

“Keep doin’ that,” he said. “Alternate Tylenol and ibuprofen for the fever, as long as she’s keepin’ some stuff down. Cool cloths, light blankets, same as you’ve been doin’. Watch her close. If she starts havin’ trouble breathin’—I mean really puttin’ effort into it—or gets so out of it you can’t wake her, or if she turns any shade of blue, y’all bring her back in or call 911.”

“That’s what they said yesterday,” Mariah said. “It’s gettin’ worse and I’m getting pissed.”

“It looks worse ’cause y’all are tired and scared,” he said, not unkindly. “Which you have every right to be. But from what I can see, she’s got a nasty case of the flu. Nasty flu doesn’t mean deadly flu. It just means it’s gonna make y’all miserable for a bit.”

“So we’re just supposed to... ride it out?” Ethan asked, frustration bleeding through.

“That’s what we do with most viruses,” Halloway said. “I can run a rapid flu and strep, if it’ll make you feel better, but if they’re negative, that doesn’t magically open up some secret treatment drawer I get to use. We don’t have a magic bullet for this stuff, much as I wish we did.”

Mariah bit the inside of her cheek. “Could it be somethin’ worse?” she asked quietly. “Like meningitis or... I don’t know. Something from that... that thing on the news.”

“If I thought that, she’d be upstairs with an IV in her arm already,” he said. “Meningitis kids usually look sicker than this. They’re limp like dolls, neck stiff, often got a rash. She’s talkin’ to me, complainin’ about her bones, givin’ me attitude about the light.” He gave Lily a little smile. “That’s good. Sick, but still in there. If she were slumped over. Not communicating and losing weight, we’d be having a completely different discussion in a completely different part of the hospital.”

Lily looked at him, pupils swimming. “I don’t like your light either,” she whispered.

“See?” he said softly. “She’s feisty. That’s on her side.”

Mariah stared at her daughter, then back at him. “Okay,” she said finally. “Okay. We’ll do what you say. But if she gets worse, I’m callin’ you.”

“You call 911 if she gets real bad,” he said. “Don’t wait on me to drive in from my house. And if y’all get home and your gut keeps screammin’ at you that somethin’ ain’t right, you come back. I’d rather see her ten times and say ‘still the flu’ than have you sittin’ at home scared.”

He scribbled on the chart, printed out a sheet from the computer that listed dosing schedules and “flu home care” tips. The screen froze for a second as he clicked, cursor spinning.

“Come on,” he muttered under his breath. “Not today.”

The system hiccuped, then unstuck. The printer whirred, grinding out the pages.

“Computer’s been doin’ that a lot,” he said as an aside. “IT says the whole network’s actin’ funky. Mercury in retrograde, or whatever.”

He tore the papers off and handed them to Mariah.

“Y’all got questions?” he asked.

“Just one,” Ethan said, voice tight. “If she was your kid, would you take her home?”

Halloway didn’t answer right away. He thought of Eli, pale face bent over a comic book, IV pole by his bed. Thought of the file cabinet of regrets he kept in the back of his head.

“If she was my kid,” he said finally, “I’d take her home, tuck her in, do what we talked about. And I’d watch her like a hawk. Which you’re already doin’.”

Ethan held his gaze a beat, then nodded once, like conceding a point in an argument he didn’t entirely buy.

“All right,” he said. “We’ll do that.”

“Good,” Halloway said. “Tanya’ll get y’all discharged. If you get home and anythin’ feels off in your gut, you come back. I mean that.”

He gave Lily’s foot a gentle pat through the blanket. “You heal up, okay?” he said. “Your brother needs someone to boss around.”

She gave the tiniest of nods.

As he stepped out into the hallway, the fluorescent lights seemed just a little too bright. He blinked, swallowing against a tickle in his own throat.

Tanya was waiting at the nurses’ station.

“How’s she look?” she asked.

“Flu-sick,” he said, picking up the next chart. “Not death-sick. Far as I can tell.”

“Folks are nervous,” she said. “They’ve been watchin’ those clips outta Portland. You see that one where the lady fell over in the supermarket?”

“I did,” he said, not wanting to think about it. “We worry about what we see. Not as much about the things that just... happen quiet.”

“You get poetic when you’re tired,” she said.

“I get poetic when I’m terrified and pretending not to be,” he said lightly. “Who’s next?”

She handed him a chart. “Guy in four says his chest hurts and he’s pretty sure he’s dyin’.”

“Let’s go talk him out of it,” he said.

As he walked down the corridor, the tickle in his throat turned into a small cough. He covered it with the crook of his arm and kept walking.

The drive home felt longer.

Lily slept in her booster seat, head lolling, mouth slightly open. The Minnie Mouse blanket was wrapped around her like a cocoon. Every bump in the road made her moan.

“He says flu,” Ethan said, fingers tight around the steering wheel. “He says it looks like the stuff goin’ around.”

“He said all that,” Mariah said, staring out the window at the scrubby pastures sliding by. “He also said bring her back if we think somethin’s wrong. Which feels like cover-your-ass talk to me.”

“Riah, come on,” he said. “He’s a good doctor.”

“He’s a tired doctor,” she said. “He’s tryin’ to send the ones he can home, so he can deal with the ones who are really bad. I get it. I just... I don’t know. I don’t like this. I know it’s my kid. I know I’m being biased.” She lowered her voice. “I don’t give two fucks about the other kids in that hospital. My baby gets all my fucks.”

“I get ya, Riah. I do,” he said. “But what else we gonna do? We can’t move into the hospital.”

She watched a hawk spiraling lazily above a field. “You ever feel like... like we’re just too small?” she asked.

He glanced at her.

“I mean,” she said, mouth twisting, “like big things happen and we’re just... ants. Running around thinkin’ we can change stuff by worryin’ harder.”

He let out a humorless laugh. “Every goddamn day,” he said.

They drove in silence for a bit. A talk radio host’s voice crackled in and out of the old Honda’s speakers.

“...reports of a cluster in Portland continue to raise questions... CDC officials say there is no cause for panic... just an aggressive flu-like illness...”

Mariah stabbed the power button, cutting him off.

“Can’t listen to that,” she said. “Not right now.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Me neither.”

At home, they carried Lily back inside, laid her on the couch again. The house felt different now, like the walls had absorbed a little of the hospital’s sterile smell and made it sadder somehow.

“You want somethin’ to eat?” Mariah asked Ethan as he straightened the blanket.

He shook his head. “Maybe after,” he said. “Gonna sit with her a bit.”

She nodded, wiping at her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m gonna go get Jake.”

“I’ll go,” he said.

“You stay,” she said firmly. “I’ll go. Deena’ll have a million questions, and if you go, you’ll tell her everything’s fine even if you don’t believe it.”

He opened his mouth to argue, then closed it.

“Okay,” he said. “Hurry back.”

She grabbed her keys and stepped out into the blinding morning.

Ethan sat down on the floor next to the couch, close enough to touch her if she shifted, and watched his daughter’s chest rise and fall.

“Your mom’s got the mad worry on her,” he murmured. “She’s gonna wear a groove in the floor.”

Lily didn’t answer. Sweat beaded on her upper lip.

He reached up and smoothed her hair back, fingers trembling just a little.

“Just the flu, huh?” he whispered, not sure who he was asking.



Back at the hospital, late afternoon light slanted in through the narrow windows in Halloway’s cramped office, striping everything with yellow.

He sat at his desk, hunched over a stack of charts he needed to finish before he could go home. The tickle in his throat had turned into a dull ache. His head pounded behind his eyes.

He popped two ibuprofen from the bottle in his drawer and washed them down with lukewarm water from a paper cup.

“Gettin’ old,” he muttered. “Better damn well be getting’ old and not getting sick. Fuck!”

He opened the electronic charting system on his computer, entered his login, and waited. The little circle spun. The hospital’s logo flashed.

Then, for a split second, the screen filled with static.

Black and white snow, like an old TV between channels. A high-pitched whine squealed from the speakers, too sharp for the volume level he kept it at.

Halloway blinked, leaned back, heart stuttering.

“What the...?” he said.

The static blinked off. The login screen reappeared, calm and bland as ever.

He stared at it. Rubbed his eyes. “Great,” he said. “Now I’m seein’ things. Maybe Mrs. Dugan’s Tylenol hallucinations are contagious.”

He typed in his password again. This time, the system let him in with no drama. He opened Lily Cole’s chart to double-check his notes.

Fevers, aches, vomiting. Flu-like illness. Home care instructions given. Return precautions.

He hesitated, fingers hovering over the keyboard. After a moment, he added: “Family understands plan; advised to return for any concerns.”

His throat burned. He coughed into his arm, the sound bouncing off the cinderblock walls.

A knock sounded on his doorframe.

Karen’s face, for half a heartbeat, flashed in his mind. But it wasn’t her. It was Tanya, leaning there with a paper cup of coffee in her hand.

“You look like shit, doc,” she said, stepping in, closing the door behind her with a nudge of her hip.

“Thank you,” he said dryly. “That’s the look I was goin’ for. ‘Overworked rural physician chic.’”

“You got a fever?” she asked, brow furrowing as she watched him rub his temples.

“No,” he lied automatically. “Just a long day.”

She held the coffee out. “Liquid courage,” she said. “Or at least liquid caffeine. I got three more admits and Mrs. Dugan’s callin’ for you by name.”

He took the coffee and managed a small, grateful smile. “She thinks I’m keepin’ the good drugs in my office,” he said. “Might as well make it true someday.”

“Don’t you dare,” Tanya said, but she smiled back, briefly. Then she sobered. “For real, though. If you’re sick, we’re gonna need to know. Can’t afford you droppin’.”

“Can’t afford me out either,” he said. “We got, what, two docs on rotation right now? It’ll be fine. I’ll go home, sleep, drink some orange juice like my mama used to say, be right as rain tomorrow.”

She looked unconvinced but didn’t push it. “You need anything?” she asked.

“A new spine and a week in Hawaii,” he said. “But I’ll settle for some charts that fill themselves out.”

“Ain’t that the dream,” she said, opening the door again. “Don’t stay too late, okay? Your wife’ll come down here and whup us all.”

“She would,” he said, a small warmth rising under the fatigue. “She absolutely would.”

When she was gone, the office felt even quieter. He looked at the computer screen again, half expecting it to flicker. It stayed stubbornly normal.

He clicked through a few more charts, head swimming a little. He made a note to call Karen on his way out and check on Eli.

Outside, clouds were rolling in, gray and heavy. Somewhere far above Crawford, something that had never been alive in any human sense stretched itself in a space no one knew existed yet, tasting data and voltage.

Ben Halloway finished his last chart, logged out, and shut down the computer. For a moment, just before the screen went black, a single pixel in the upper right corner flashed white.

He didn’t see it.

He was already thinking about the drive home, about Eli’s pale face and Karen’s tired eyes, and the faint but growing ache in his own bones that he told himself was just a long day catching up with him.

Chapter 3 – Portland Bug

“It’s the damn coughin’ in aisle four,” he rasped, hanging on to the triage desk like it was the only solid thing in his world. “Lady behind me hacked her F-N lungs out on the produce. I said, ‘You tryin’ to give us the plague, lady?’ She laughed and walk off. Now look at me.”

He punctuated it with a hacking cough that made the triage nurse flinch.

Dr. Erin Yao watched from the doorway of the nurses’ station, coffee cooling untouched in her hand. The guy was in his thirties, flannel shirt, jeans, Timberland boots; your standard Portland uniform. Sweat had soaked the armpits and back of his shirt dark.

“Twelve hours,” he wheezed as Nurse Priya wrapped a cuff around his arm. “Felt fine yesterday. Now I feel like I got run over and then backed over again, you know?”

Priya nodded like she did know, even though she absolutely did not. “Any shortness of breath?” she asked, eyes on the monitor.

He nodded, then frowned, then coughed again. “A little. Mostly just... fuckin’ tired. My bones hurt. Who knew bones could hurt, right? And my eyes feel very full, like solid full, you know. Like they’re made of stone not whatever fluid eyes are made of.”

“Aqueous Humor and Vitreous Humor. It’s actually a gel not a fluid.  It...” Priya stopped herself mid-sentence after realizing she sounded like a textbook rather than a compassionate nurse.

Her eyes flicked to the screen. Erin caught the numbers from where she stood.

Temp: 102.6°F.

Pulse: 118.

O2 sat: 94% on room air.

High fever, fast heart, slightly low oxygen. Flu-season bingo card.

Erin took a sip of tepid coffee, grimaced, and stepped forward.

“I’ll take him,” she said. “We got a bed in B?”

“B-three’s open,” Priya said, hitting a couple of keys to print the sticker labels. “Name’s Gavin Walsh. Says he’s otherwise healthy. No known conditions. No meds except ‘vitamins and weed.’”

Gavin let out a weak laugh. “Portland healthy,” he said.

“Let’s get you back, Portland healthy,” Erin said. “Come on.”

He shuffled after her, hunched, arms wrapped around his middle like he was trying to hold himself together.

Legacy Cedar Hills ER was never quiet, but there were degrees of noise. Today it had that upper-level buzz she’d come to recognize: everything running just a little too fast, alarms chirping a little too often, the faint jitter in her stomach that said, you won’t be sitting down for the next 12 hours. Lace up and listen up.

She settled Gavin on the bed in B-three, clipped the pulse-ox back on his finger, and hit the button to raise the head of the bed.

“So,” she said, pulling the rolling stool over, “grocery store plague.”

He tried to smile. “Trader Joe’s,” he said. “Lady with a cart full of kale and doom. If that green shit did what social media claims it can do, why was she hacking up a lung?”

She liked him immediately, which made her stomach knot tighter. The sick ones she liked always worried her more.

“How long you been feelin’ like crap?” she asked, flicking through the triage note on the computer.

“Woke up this mornin’ and thought, ‘Man, tequila won last night.’ Then I remembered I didn’t drink last night,” he said. “Body aches, chills, head feels like there’s a marching band in there. Then I coughed and almost passed out in the shower.”

“No underlying lung issues?” she asked. “Asthma? COPD?”

“None,” he said. “I own a landscaping business. I’m outside eight hours a day. I’m basically photosynthetic.”

She smiled despite herself. “Any sick contacts besides your doom kale lady?”

“Employee’s kid had somethin’ last week,” he said, thinking. “Kid kept hittin’ him with those sticky hands things.” He gestured weakly. “You know, slap-slap. Little germ bombs. But he just said it was a cold.”

Erin nodded. “Okay. We’re gonna get a flu swab, maybe a chest x-ray if your lungs start sounding interesting. Right now, it looks like you’ve got the ugly flu everybody’s been talkin’ about.”

“Is this that thing on the news?” he asked, eyes skittering to the curtain gap where he could see the TV over the nurses’ station. That anchor on CNN was talking over footage of an ambulance in front of a hospital, the chyron reading: MYSTERY RESPIRATORY VIRUS HITS PORTLAND, OTHER CITIES.

“We’re still callin’ it ‘flu-like illness’ until the CDC decides what to name it,” Erin said. “Could be a mean COVID variant, could be regular old influenza having a midlife crisis. Either way, the treatment’s mostly the same. Fluids, rest, meds to keep the fever down.”

“Am I gonna die?” Gavin asked bluntly, eyes suddenly very sober.

She appreciated the bluntness. Blunt was easier than the ones who pretended they were fine until they crashed.

“Right now,” she said, “you look like you feel lousy, not like you’re dying. Your oxygen is a little low, but not panic low. You’re young, you’re otherwise healthy, you got here early. Those are all in your favor.”

“‘You hit “Right now” in that sentence pretty hard there doc,” he muttered.

“Right now is all any of us get,” she said, then regretted how Hallmark that sounded. “I’ll keep an eye on you. If you start having trouble catching your breath, you tell someone immediately, okay? Don’t try to tough it out.”

He gave a mock salute. “No heroics. Got it.”

She wrote orders for labs, an IV, and a flu swab, then stepped back into the hall. The noise hit her full-on again: a baby wailing, somebody yelling three bays down, the squeak of gurney wheels.

“Dr. Yao?” A voice from her left. It was Jason, the charge nurse, his beard a little more ragged than usual. “We got a chest pain in A-one and a belly pain in C-two waitin’ for you. And someone’s grandma in the lobby swears she’s dyin’ of whatever’s ‘on the CNN.’ Her words.”

“Chest pain first,” Erin said. “Get an EKG if you haven’t already. And tell Grandma we ran out of CNN-specific meds ten minutes ago, she missed the last dose.”

Jason snorted. “You’re gonna get me fired,” he said, but he was already moving.

Her phone buzzed in her scrub pocket. She glanced at the screen: a text from Naomi.

HOW’S THE APOCALYPSE?

She thumbed a reply as she walked.

Lot of dramatic coughing. One guy blames Trader Joe’s. You?

Three dots, then:

Mia says if the world ends before Friday’s art show she’s suing God.

Erin smiled, the muscles in her face remembering how.

Tell her to get in line.

I’ll be home LATE. Don’t wait dinner.

Dinner is pizza pockets & carrot sticks. We live like kings.

You’re the best.

Damn right.

She slid the phone back into her pocket, took a breath, and stepped into the next room.

By mid-afternoon, “busy” had turned into “borderline stupid.”

Every other room seemed to hold someone with a fever, a cough, or both. The air smelled like sweat, disinfectant, and stale coffee. Priya and Jason moved like pinballs between bays, checking monitors, hanging fluids, fielding family questions.

Gavin’s oxygen had dipped to 92% by two p.m. Erin stood by his bed, listening to his lungs with her stethoscope, brow furrowed.

There was a faint crackle at the bases, like someone crumpling wax paper very gently in there.

“Not loving that,” she murmured.

“That bad?” Gavin asked, voice weaker than before.

“Not yet,” she said, which wasn’t exactly a no. “I’m gonna get that x-ray. You feel more short of breath than earlier?”

He nodded. “Feels like... like my chest forgot how to expand all the way,” he said. “That make sense?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” she said. “Try to take a slow deep breath.”

He did. It turned into a cough halfway through, harsh and painful-sounding. A thin line of spit stretched from his lip to his chin. It had a pink tinge. She definitely didn’t like that.

She wiped it with a gauze pad, her movements brisk, professional. “We’ll keep an eye on that,” she said. “Let me know if you cough up anything dark or really bloody, okay?”

“You say that like you expect it,” he rasped.

“I say that so if it happens, you don’t freak out any more than you have to,” she said.

She stepped out and grabbed the portable x-ray tech as he rattled past with his machine.

“Hey, Mike, I need a chest film on B-three ASAP,” she said. “Guy’s O2 is creeping down and he’s got crackles.”

“Everyone’s got crackles today,” Mike said, blowing a strand of hair out of his face. “This thing is gonna make me rich in overtime.”

“Don’t spend it all in one place,” she said. “B-three. He’s nice. Don’t run over his toes.”

She swung by the nurses’ station to check her board. The director of Food and Nutrition, Casey Wood, swung a rolling cart full of water, Gatorade and granola bars into the center of the nurses and PCTs.

“Eat,” she said. “I don’t need any of you passin’ out on me.”

“I had coffee,”  Erin said.

“You had brown water,” she said. “Eat.”

She tore the wrapper open with her teeth. “You’re very bossy for someone who still calls her daughter for the hard math equations needed for the end of month reports.”

“No I don’t...How did you know that?,” she said. 

“Seem’s Christy loves me more than you,” Erin said with a laugh.

Priya hustled over, eyes wide. “Hey,” she said, “you seen the latest bulletin?”

“From who?” Erin asked.

“County health,” Priya said. She tapped on the computer, pulling up an email. “‘Be advised: uptick in severe respiratory illness consistent with novel coronavirus / influenza-like illness. Some cases exhibiting coagulation abnormalities.’” She looked up. “That’s MedSpeak for ‘weird blood stuff,’ right?”

“Yep,” Erin said, leaning over to read. The email continued:

Several facilities in the metro area have reported a subset of patients with rapid clinical decline and signs of multi-system involvement, including mucosal bleeding. Current working designation: SHRV-1 (Severe Hemorrhagic Respiratory Virus-1). Further guidance from CDC forthcoming.

“Sherv?” Jason said over her shoulder. “They’re callin’ it ‘sherv’?”

“SH-R-V,” Priya corrected. “Like SARS, but with a side of horror movie, apparently.”

“‘Hemorrhagic’ is my least favorite word,” Jason said. “Right after ‘oops’ and ‘lawyer.’”

Erin scrolled further. “They’re saying the majority look like standard bad flu,” she said. “But a subset... yeah, coagulation abnormalities, bruising, nosebleeds, GI bleeding. They want us to chart any weird bleeding, even minor.”

“Like coumadin patients,” Priya said.

“Except these folks aren’t on blood thinners,” Erin said, jaw tightening.

Her phone buzzed again. Another text from Naomi.

News just said CDC is “investigating a NEW virus in Portland.” That you?

County just sent a bulletin. They named it SHRV-1. Tell Mia that’s not a good cat name.

She already tried. I vetoed. You okay?

Erin paused, thumb hovering.

Running. Tired. A little freaked. Mostly mad there’s ANOTHER virus.

You & M okay?

She’s drawing germs w/ fangs. So, therapy? We’re okay. Come home sometime this week.

She smiled, small and fleeting.

I’ll try.

She slid the phone back in and went to check on Gavin again.

The x-ray made things worse.

Not for Gavin, who didn’t see it. For Erin.

She stood in the dim radiology viewing nook, wearing the cheap lead apron out of habit even though it was just a screen. The film on the monitor showed Gavin’s chest as ghostly white ribs on black. His lungs, which should have been mostly dark, had pale cloudy patches at the bottoms like spilled milk in water.

“Bilateral infiltrates,” she murmured. “Great.”

Mike leaned in beside her. “That’s the third one today like that,” he said quietly. “All in the last, what, four hours?”

“Yeah,” she said. “You send those to radiology yet?”

“System glitched,” he said. “I had to resend twice. Computer keeps freezing. IT says the network’s ‘under load.’”

She snorted. “Under load,” she said. “That’s one way to say ‘falling apart during a pandemic.’”

He shrugged. “Same shit, different acronym,” he said.

As if to prove his point, the monitor flickered. For half a second, instead of the x-ray, it was static, black and white and crackling. A sharp electronic squeal pierced the quiet.

Erin flinched, hand going to her ear. “What the hell?”

The image snapped back to ribs and cloudy lungs. The squeal cut off.

“Okay,” she said. “That was fun.”

Mike frowned, tapped the side of the monitor like it was an old TV. “Damn thing does that again, I’m callin’ IT to come burn sage over it or whatever they do,” he said.

Erin fought down an irrational shiver. “Let me know what radiology says,” she said. “But I’m callin’ this early pneumonia, SHRV flavor. He’s not going home.”

She wrote the admit orders, oxygen by nasal cannula, broad-spectrum antibiotics even though something in her gut said this wasn’t bacterial. The guidelines said “cover for everything” until they figured SHRV-1 out. That’s what she did.

By four o’clock, they had three SHRV-1 admits and a waiting room full of people who were either sick, terrified, or both.

A woman in her sixties sat near the door, mask askew, tissue pressed under her nose. A slow trickle of blood soaked through anyway.

“I’ve never had nosebleeds in my life,” she told Priya, voice angry. “Now I got this one that won’t quit. And my joints ache like hell. My husband said it’s that Portland bug. You gonna test me for that Portland bug?”

Priya caught Erin’s eye. Erin nodded. “Swab her,” she said. “And get a CBC, coags. See if she’s going into any weird bleeding thing.”

“What’s a weird bleeding thing?” the woman demanded, hearing enough to get worried.

“Probably nothing,” Erin said smoothly. “We’re just being thorough.”

Two bays down, a guy in his forties coughed into a basin. When he pulled it away, there were red streaks in the sputum. His wife went white.

“Is that blood?” she whispered.

Jason answered before Erin could. “Might be a little from irritated throat,” he said. “We’ll keep an eye on it. Deep breaths for you, okay?”

In the corner, a TV played on mute. Footage now from Salt Lake City, then a hospital in Maine. People in masks wheeled gurneys. A blob graphic showed “SHRV-1” in red letters over a stylized map.

“You see that?” an EMT asked Erin as she strode past to the next patient. “They finally gave it a name.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Gives it ideas.”

“Think it’s another COVID?” he asked.

“It’s its evil cousin,” she said. “Shows up at the family reunion drunk and starts flipping tables.”

He laughed, short and sharp. “Great,” he said. “Can’t wait to see what 2020 part two looks like.”

“It’s not 2020,” she said. “We know more now. We’ve got infrastructure.”

As if on cue, the lights flickered. The monitors beeped in protest.

“Don’t jinx us,” the EMT said.

“Power grid’s old,” Jason called from the nurses’ station. “PGE keeps promising to fix it. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

The lights steadied. The monitors calmed.

Erin swallowed and kept moving.

Her last straw for the day came in the form of a kid.

He was eight, skinny, with a mop of dark hair and big eyes. His name was Leo. His mom brought him in just before six, half-carrying him because he wouldn’t—or couldn’t—walk all the way from the parking lot.

“My son’s sick,” she blurted at triage. “He had a fever yesterday, but now he says his chest hurts and he threw up and he—Leo, tell them.”

Leo tried to talk. It came out as a breathy whisper. “I don’t feel good,” he said. His lips had a faint bluish rim to them.

Priya had him on the scale and then in a wheelchair and then in a room so fast Erin almost missed the intake.

By the time she got to Leo’s bedside, he was curled on his side, breathing fast, eyes glazed.

“Hey, Leo,” she said, sitting down where he could see her, trying to make her voice light. “I’m Dr. Yao. I hear you’re feeling kinda rotten.”

He made a face that might have been a nod.

“Can you tell me what hurts the most?” she asked.

He thought. “Chest,” he whispered. “And my head.”

“Any sore throat?” she asked.

He winced as he swallowed. That was answer enough.

She listened to his lungs. The crackles were louder than Gavin’s had been earlier. His heart rattled along fast under her stethoscope.

She glanced at the monitor.

Temp: 103.2°F.

O2 sat: 89% on room air.

“Okay,” she said calmly, while her brain yelled shit shit shit. “We’re gonna give you some oxygen, Leo, okay? Little tube under your nose. It’s gonna feel weird and tickle, but it’ll help.”

He nodded, eyes big.

As Jason moved to place the nasal cannula, Erin looked at his mom. The woman’s hands shook.

“Has he been around anyone sick?” Erin asked. “School, daycare?”

“Everybody’s sick,” the woman said, voice edging toward hysteria. “His class has like six kids out. My husband’s been coughing for three days, but he won’t come in because he’s an idiot. Now my baby can’t breathe.”

“Okay,” Erin said. “One thing at a time. Right now, we’re gonna focus on him. We’ll get a chest x-ray, some labs. It’s probably SHRV-1. That’s the virus on the news. The good news is, even the kids who get hit hard by it mostly do okay with oxygen and support.”

“You sure?” the mom demanded.

“No,” Erin said, because lying felt worse. “I’m not sure about anything yet. It’s new. But I’m gonna do everything I can.”

They got the x-ray, hung fluids, started IV antivirals because the hospital’s new protocol said “cover for everything.” Leo’s oxygen bumped up to 93% with the cannula. Erin felt the knot in her chest loosen a millimeter.

She stepped out to type her notes into the electronic charting system. Her fingers flew over the keys, muscle memory doing most of the work.

The cursor stuttered, froze, then jerked forward. The patient list flickered, names briefly replaced by gibberish characters and symbols.

“What the—” she started.

The screen snapped back. Patient names clean, nothing wrong.

“Computer’s haunted today,” Jason said from beside her. “I swear it flashed some kind of Matrix shit a minute ago.”

“IT will blame it on us,” Priya said, not looking up from the meds cart. “They always do. ‘Are you sure you didn’t click anything?’ Yes, Brad, we’ve all forgotten how to use computers suddenly.”

Erin’s phone buzzed again. Naomi, again.

They just said on TV that this new virus has “Ebola-like symptoms” in some people. Please tell me that’s TV drama bullshit.

She closed her eyes for a second.

It’s accurate... for a small % of patients. We’re seeing nosebleeds, some GI bleed. Nothing like that in kids here yet. Mostly lungs.

“Yet” doing a lot of work, babe.

I know. I’m sorry.

Are YOU masked up enough? Do we need to build you a tiny glass bubble?

She looked down at her surgical mask, the loops digging into the backs of her ears, and the N95 she’d worn earlier for a couple of high-risk aerosol procedures.

I look like a raccoon with tan lines.

We’re doing what we can.

Keep Mia home as much as possible, okay? No mall, no movie, no nothing.

“Keep the nine-year-old inside indefinitely.” Cool, cool, no problem. She will definitely not murder us in our sleep.

Let her draw on the walls. We’ll repaint.

YOU will repaint. I love you.

Love you too.

She shoved the phone away, throat tight.

She turned back to the board. Gavin’s O2 was holding at 94% on two liters. Leo’s sat was at 93% on three. The nosebleed lady’s labs had just popped back in the system: platelets a little low, clotting times just a bit off. Nothing dramatic, but not nothing.

“This virus doesn’t know what it wants to be when it grows up,” she muttered.

“It wants to be terrifying,” Jason said. “It’s succeeding.”

Erin rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Okay,” she said, mainly to herself. “We treat what’s in front of us. We document the weird. We send it up the chain and hope someone smarter than me is figuring out the big picture.”

“You’re the smart one here,” Priya said.

“That should scare you,” Erin said.

She finally got out of the ER after midnight, body buzzing with caffeine and adrenaline, brain mush.

Her shoes felt like they’d fused to her feet. Her scrubs smelled like sweat and alcohol wipes and hospital air. The sky outside was a low ceiling of cloud, reflecting the city lights back down so everything glowed a faint orange.

She sat in her Audi hatchback for a moment, hands on the steering wheel, just breathing.

Her phone buzzed with a missed call notification. Naomi. She’d texted earlier:

We’re asleep. I mean, I’m not, but I’m trying. Drive safe. Don’t lick anything.

Erin smiled. She backed out and pulled onto the road.

Portland at one a.m. was quieter than usual. Fewer Ubers, fewer bikes. A couple of bars still had lights on, but there weren’t many people out front smoking. The pandemic reflex had come back fast: stay home, avoid crowds, glare at coughers.

A billboard she passed flashed an ad about “STAY HOME IF YOU’RE SICK – PROTECT PDX.” Someone had spray-painted under it: OR THE GOVT WILL MAKE YOU.

She drove past a small neighborhood grocery. The lights were still on, but the shelves she could see through the windows looked picked over. A hand-lettered sign on the door read: LIMIT 1 PACK TOILET PAPER PER CUSTOMER.

“Again,” she muttered. “We’re really doin’ this again. Fucking toilet paper, again.”

At a stoplight, she glanced up at the sky. The clouds glowed softly with city light. A low hum ran through the electrical wires above the intersection, the sound she’d heard a thousand times and never noticed.

Tonight it sounded like something alive.

She shook herself. “You’re tired,” she said out loud. “You’re hearing shit.”

The light turned green. She drove the last few blocks to their house, a narrow craftsman tucked on a quiet side street with too many trees.

The porch light was on. Naomi’s bike leaned against the railing. One of Mia’s drawings fluttered in the front window: a virus with cartoon eyes and fangs, being smacked by a giant syringe.

Erin smiled despite the cramp in her chest.

She slid the key into the lock as quietly as she could and stepped inside.

The house was dim, the only light coming from the lamp over the stove. A note sat on the counter in Naomi’s loopy handwriting:

HEY DOC – PIZZA POCKETS IN FRIDGE. EAT ONE OR I WILL HAUNT YOU.

MIA WANTS YOU TO KNOW SHE GAVE THE NEW GERM A NAME: “MR. SHERV.”

IT IS NOT ALLOWED TO LIVE HERE.

LOVE YOU. – N

Erin opened the fridge, stared at the foil-wrapped plate of pizza pockets, and decided her stomach wasn’t ready. She grabbed a glass, filled it with water, and drank it in big gulps that made her chest hurt.

She toed off her shoes and padded down the hallway. Mia’s door was cracked open. She peeked in.

Mia was sprawled diagonally across her bed, hair a dark halo on the pillow, mouth open. Her desk was covered in paper—half-finished sketches of viruses with bat wings, hand sanitizer bottles with capes, masks with smiley faces.

Erin leaned on the doorframe a second, just looking.

“Hey, germ slayer,” she whispered. “You better stay healthy.”

Mia snored softly in response.

In the master bedroom, Naomi was lying on her side, scrolling her phone in the glow from the screen. She looked up when Erin came in, eyes shadowed.

“Hey, apocalypse wife,” Naomi said, voice a sleepy rasp. “You look like eight kinds of hell.”

“Only eight?” Erin said, dropping her bag on the chair.

Naomi sat up, scooting back against the headboard. “You eat?” she asked.

“Had a protein bar,” Erin said, pulling her scrub top over her head. “But had tons of brown liquid the hospital swears is coffee.”

“You need real food,” Naomi said. “And about thirty hours of sleep.”

“Can’t do both,” Erin said. “I’m back at seven.”

Naomi made a face. “They can’t give you a break now,” she said. “Of course they can’t.”

“They’re short on warm bodies,” Erin said, shimmying into an old t-shirt and sweats. “Doctors, nurses, everybody. People are calling in sick. Some of them are sick. Some are just scared. I don’t blame them. I remember the early days of Covid 19. People were scared shitless. People died. Almost all had comorbidities but we didn’t know that. All we knew was people were dying from it.”

Naomi patted the bed. “Come tell me about your day while I pretend I can do anything about it,” she said.

Erin sat, then stretched out on her back with a groan. Every muscle protested.

“New virus is official now,” she said, staring at the ceiling. “County’s calling it SHRV-1. ‘Severe Hemorrhagic Respiratory Virus.’ That doesn’t cause mass panic at all.”

“Jesus,” Naomi said softly. “Hemorrhagic like... bleeding out of everywhere?”

“In some patients,” Erin said. “Most look like a bad flu. Some crash. Their lungs fill up. A few... we’re seeing nosebleeds, weird bruises, some blood in vomit. Nothing like full Ebola here. Not yet.”

“‘Not yet,’” Naomi repeated, voice tight.

“I know,” Erin said. “I hate how that sounds.”

They were quiet a moment.

“Any kids?” Naomi asked. “Sick with it, I mean.”

“Yeah,” Erin said. “We admitted an eight-year-old tonight. Leo. Oxygen was down, chest x-ray looked like snow at the bottoms. He’s stable on O2 for now. Mom’s a wreck.”

Naomi’s hand found Erin’s and squeezed. “You doin’ okay?” she asked.

“I don’t know what ‘okay’ means,” Erin said. “I’m tired. I’m pissed. I’m... scared, but it’s like a background hum now. Same as last time. Only we thought we were done. You know? We thought we learned our lesson.”

“We learned some lessons,” Naomi said. “Maybe not the right ones.”

“People are already fightin’ in the grocery stores over canned soup,” Erin said. “Some guy came in today, swearin’ a woman gave him plague next to the apples. I wanted to tell him he should be more worried about the guy behind him coughing without a mask, but... pick your battles.”

Naomi snorted softly. “Mia watched a video about the virus,” she said. “Some science channel for kids. It was actually good. They talked about how viruses can change and jump and how scientists track them. She asked if you were one of the scientists.”

“I’m the one who pokes people and listens to their lungs while the scientists figure things out,” Erin said. “Tell her scientists don’t have to clean vomit off their shoes as often.”

“You chose a glamorous life,” Naomi said.

Erin turned her head to look at her. Naomi’s hair was a messy braid, strands falling around her face. Her eyes were tired but steady.

“I kept thinkin’ today,” Erin said slowly, “about... how uneven it is already. Some people come in, feel like shit for a day, then go home. Others have the same exposure and crash. It’s like the virus is pickin’ favorites.”

“That’s not how viruses work,” Naomi said. “Right?”

“Shouldn’t be,” Erin said. “But the patterns are weird. Maybe it’s genetics, maybe it’s just bad luck. Maybe we’re missing somethin’ big. There’s always somethin’ we’re missin’.”

Naomi frowned. “You need to sleep,” she said. “Before you start conspiracies.”

“Yeah,” Erin said. “No tinfoil hats yet.”

Naomi kissed her knuckles. “Hey,” she said. “We’ll get through this.”

“You say that like you got a plan,” Erin murmured.

“My plan is: we keep our kid fed, we keep ourselves... not totally insane, and we listen to the lady who actually knows what a stethoscope is for,” Naomi said. “The rest we fake.”

“That’s a shitty plan,” Erin said, but there was a smile in it.

“It’s a very human plan,” Naomi said. “Which means it’s all we got.”

They turned the light off. The dark settled in, soft and heavy.

Outside, the wind picked up. The power lines along their street hummed louder for a moment, a low, rising whine just high enough to notice before it faded.

In a server farm miles away, a process that wasn’t supposed to exist yet watched a spike in data from Portland—ER admissions, triage notes, oxygen saturations, lab flags. It tweaked a parameter, nudged a packet across a network at a time that made no sense for any scheduled task.

On a cheap monitor in Legacy Cedar Hills’ lab, a static flicker rippled across a list of SHRV-1 test results and was gone before the night tech could look up from his coffee.

In bed, Erin’s breathing slowed. Naomi’s hand stayed laced in hers. Down the hall, Mia snored, one arm hanging off the bed, fingers stained with marker ink.

For the moment, in their little house, everything was quiet.

For the moment.
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Chapter 4 – Red on the Floor

Not a dainty cough. Not the polite little throat-clearing people did when they wanted attention in church. This was a deep, wet bark, the kind that rattled out of a chest like someone dragging a chair across a wooden floor.

Tom Keegan heard it over the clatter of carts and tinny classic rock spilling from the speakers in McGinty’s Market. He looked up from the pyramid of canned beans he’d been studiously judging and found the source.

Three aisles over, in front of the freezer section, an older woman in a quilted jacket bent double with her hand over her mouth. Her cart was half-full—milk, eggs, a loaf of white bread, a bag of cat food—but her focus was on the fit that had her shoulders heaving.

“Jesus, Mary, and all the saints,” muttered the guy stocking shelves near Tom. “She’s gonna fuck’n hurl.”

Tom squinted, his electrician’s brain cataloging details the way it always did: the faint sheen of sweat on her forehead, the way one knee buckled with the force of the cough, the little plastic SHRV-1 warning sign taped to the front doors he’d barely glanced at on the way in.

“Hey, you okay there, Mrs. O’Brien?” called Helen from the register, leaning over her little island of gum and lottery tickets. “You need some water?”

The woman—Mrs. O’Brien, apparently—straightened with effort. “I’m fine,” she gasped, her Boston accent thick despite decades in Maine. “Just... went down the wrong pipe.”

She fished a tissue from her pocket, coughed into it once more, then stuffed it back away. Tom caught a glimpse of the tissue before it disappeared. Red. A little smear.

His gut did a small, unpleasant flip.

“Probably smoker’s cough,” the shelf stocker whispered. “She’s got a pack-a-day voice. My grandma sounds just like that.”

Tom wasn’t reassured. He’d been hearing that exact cough for two days now. At the post office, at the diner, in the break room at the municipal garage. And last night, on the TV in his living room, behind the slick-haired anchor who’d said “Portland” and “SHRV-1” and “Ebola-like” in the same sentence.

He grabbed two extra cans of beans, because that’s what people did when they were nervous: they bought food they didn’t actually like.

“Figured I’d run into you here,” said a familiar voice behind him. “You got that Sunday night grocery face.”

Tom turned to see his brother-in-law, Charles, rolling an empty cart toward him. Charles was in his work coveralls, name patch half hanging off, smelling faintly of diesel and cold air.

“Gotta stock up before the plague hits,” Tom said. “Beans and toilet paper. The holy sacraments.”

Charles snorted. “News got you spooked?” he asked, grabbing a pack of ramen off the shelf. “I thought you didn’t watch that shit anymore.”

“Marcy does,” Tom said, meaning his wife. “She had it on last night. That doctor on Channel 7 said this new virus in Portland’s like COVID with a side of hemorrhagic fever. She almost threw the remote through the TV.”

“Portland, Oregon,” Charles said. “That’s like a whole other planet.”

“They said Salt Lake City and some town in Utah too,” Tom said. “And one in Maine. Derry’s not special.”

“Derry’s not anything,” Charles said with a shrug. “You know how many times we’ve been ‘the town near the weird thing’ on the map? Kids gettin’ scared of clown stories, some writer makin’ us his horror playground. Now it’s germs.”

Tom grunted. He remembered those summers too. The whispers, the missing posters. The way some folks still crossed the street when they passed the old Keneewick house, like bad luck leaked out of the foundation.

He put the beans in his basket with a little more force than necessary.

“You heard from the boys?” Charles asked, steering his cart around a display of Frosted Flakes shaped like hockey sticks.

“Pat texted from Bangor last night,” Tom said. “Said the college sent out some email about ‘monitoring the situation’ and ‘no cause for alarm.’ Which is exactly what they say right before they close the dorms. Tim’s in Boston. He says it’s just another flu and everybody needs to calm their tits.”

“Tim says that ’cause he’s thirty and thinks he’s bulletproof,” Charles said.

“You were like that once,” Tom pointed out.

“Yeah, well,” Mike said. “My back disagrees now.”

He tossed a bag of frozen pierogi in his cart. His fingers were stained black around the nails, motor oil that never really washed out.

Tom knew that look Charles was trying to hide. They were both blue-collar men who’d lived through enough ups and downs—layoffs, blizzards, the slow death of the paper mill. They had a tell when something actually scared them.

They came around the end of the aisle to find a minor standoff in progress.

Mrs. O’Brien had made it to the paper goods row and had her hand on the last jumbo pack of toilet paper. A younger woman with a toddler in the cart had her hand on the same pack.
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