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        "In our play we reveal what kind

        of people we are."

        ~ Publius Ovidius Naso

      

      

      Most of Endemic was written in 2020. As I write this, the plague still rages. Night is falling and I’m racing sunset, trying to finish this introduction before darkness falls, and the mosquitoes come out for blood. Today was a warm sunny day, but that’s just at first glance. The virus still stalks us.

      I live in a hot spot, trapped in a seemingly endless revolution of stay-at-home orders, lockdowns, gray zones, red zones, and emergency brakes.

      The title and the terror I write here are not some opportunistic marketing ploy. (I don’t believe that sort of thing sells books anyway.) I’ve been penning variations of the end of the world for over a decade. Be it robots, nukes, zombies, aliens, or plagues, this niche of suspense thriller is my wheelhouse.

      Endemic feels a little different, though. World events made writing this novel more real. In earlier iterations, despite all the fictional action and carnage, I was more optimistic. COVID-19 lowered my estimation of the human race, and our ability to respond to threats. If we can’t adequately defend ourselves against a clear and present danger, anything slightly muddy and more challenging like the climate crisis seems beyond our ken.

      So why read on? What have I got for you if it’s only a scarier arc from where you’ve already been? What’s left? Love, I guess. Despite my darkest impulses, I have to leave readers with a little hope. It won’t be what you expect, but the reward is waiting for you at the end of the journey.

      Hold on to that knowledge as you turn these pages. Brace yourself because Ovid Fairweather is about to go through some things. We all are.

      

      ~ RCC

      May, 2021

      Other London
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        “In the middle of the journey of our life I found myself within a dark wood where the straight way was lost.”

      

        

      
        ~ Dante, Inferno
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        “Nobody realizes that some people expend tremendous energy merely to be normal.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Albert Camus
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      As daylight ticked down and July’s shadows grew long, the city’s streets lay nearly deserted and almost dead. I picked up my pace and tried to ignore the girl following me. Half my age, she would have caught up were she not half-starved, limping, and crazed. Mumbling something incomprehensible, my pursuer was relentless.

      Sometimes, when the heat lingered and grew mean, it seemed as if all of New York had emptied. But we, the survivors, still lurked, furtive as foraging rats amid the ruins and debris, wary as skittish rabbits too far from the safety of the warren. I wondered, Is this a Monday afternoon? It certainly felt like a blue-gray Monday, full of hot gunmetal dread, far from any cooling respite. In the desert of discontent, there is no oasis. All that remained was the grim resolve to keep moving.

      Remember how it felt when, from another room, you heard a plate shatter in the kitchen? There’s that second or two of shocked silence? In that pregnant pause, you wondered if you should ask if anyone’s hurt or haul yourself off the couch to get the broom. Would there be blood or relief? A catastrophic heart attack or mere clumsiness? That’s the kind of nervous silence that descended upon the city and refused to leave.

      Rising too late to the alarm, the nation failed to become immune to the disease’s churn. Though vaccinated against the first iterations of the virus, various strains mutated too quickly for us to protect ourselves. The variant storms had claimed many victims and murdered most. Some survivors, Thirders, were left with cognitive impairments like that of my pursuer.

      The Zeta-3 variant often scrambled Broca’s area, the brain’s speech center. My pursuer’s ruin was a slow, cruel erasure. Imagine termites in your brain, chewing away at your ability to communicate and digesting the foundations of who you once were. This unfortunate woman might once have become a teacher, a research scientist, or a firefighter. She could have fulfilled any number of roles before the variant storm zeroed in. Many had died of earlier viral iterations, but Z-3, also known as the Third Kentucky Variant or TKV, was brutal. When the disease process stalled, some Thirders babbled. Others went mute.

      My father — typically inaccurate and casually cruel — grinned as he pronounced Thirder as “turder.” TKV casualties had been objects of pity once. However, since they neither died nor healed, disaster fatigue had set in. As food supplies dwindled, people were often unkind to these wandering beggars.

      Since What Was, people had become more superstitious, too. They searched for omens, alert for deception, and gloomy to the nth. And no wonder. Central Park — now Central Memorial Park — was commonly called Hell’s Basement because that’s where the bodies were buried. Manhattan was Hell’s Office. We referred to Brooklyn as Over the Rainbow Bridge. Queens’ nickname became Hell’s Dying Room, and the Bronx was Hell Central (because of the riot fires). Staten Island was still Staten Island.

      That odd voice in my head that spoke like a tough British man chimed in: Hey! Morbidity and comorbidities are everywhere, love. No need to pile on by being morbid.

      “I gotta be me,” I replied. “And I still don’t know why you’re British. I’m a middle-aged woman from Maine whose farthest travels have been to Canada when I was a child. For God’s sake, what are you and why are you?”

      He didn’t reply. We were often short of reliable answers. Like the truth of the pandemic, disaster relief was also promised but never arrived. Nevertheless, some still held their breath, waiting. I don’t know what they expected. Change, I suppose. Isn’t that what everyone is waiting for? Was always waiting for?

      Despite the great numbers who had fallen — no one knew how many — most of the survivors remained in the city. Border restrictions were strictly enforced and punishments were harsh. Armed militias backed the travel bans. Slipping past them was risky business, and the price of their bribes was high.

      Though the Big Apple had rotted, there were still mouths to feed, and I had a business to run. Survival is my business. Every new day offered a narrow toehold to the future. Each step felt tentative, as if I were climbing a steep cliff, the ledges greased and slick. Each handhold was too small and not to be trusted.

      My pursuer was gaining. “Hey!” she called. “Humannahell … humanmahelp … whoooo! Yoo-hoo? L-lady?”

      A filthy curtain rustled high above the street. The weight of the gaze from spying eyes fell upon us. New Yorkers used to live in small boxes and work in cubicle farms. Our domiciles were now either fortresses, crannies, or crypts. I was one of the lucky few who owned a secret farm.

      The girl called after me again, “Watchu? Watchu?” She mumbled on. I couldn’t decipher the rest.

      Preferring to conserve energy, I resisted the urge to sprint. They were easily distracted, but running encouraged them to give chase. I tried not to think of those cursed by TKV at all. Some, especially Taxmen, called them mean names like dim bulbs, whistle heads, or brain-dead. It wasn’t true. Thirders were often sensitive and emotional. You could sense something of what they once were behind their eyes. Sometimes they spoke gibberish, but many spoke in full sentences that didn’t necessarily connect.

      Conversation by approximation, the British voice added.

      “Sh! Not now!” I whispered back. “You’re distracting me.”

      I scanned the street, looking for a way to evade her but also hoping the girl wasn’t inviting more unwanted attention. Taxmen hated anyone who possessed nothing of value to steal or extort. They’d get nothing from the girl, but I had much more to lose.

      Downfall, demise, destruction.

      I shushed the voice in my head, though that only worked haphazardly.

      I quickened my pace again — almost a run now — but so did she. Though that poor soul was wounded, it was I who felt hunted. Every door was barred, and every ground-floor window boarded. I serpentined among abandoned hulks of long-dead vehicles.

      Some cars had been left in the middle of the street when their fuel ran out. Others, the burnt wrecks, had been used as barricades during the riots. Blockages and clots wound through the heart of the city that went on for miles and miles, choking the life from it.

      As I cut down a side street, I wondered how my pursuer had survived this long. What did she eat? Where did she sleep? How did people like her keep going under these conditions? Someone fed her, surely. I knew because I had one of my own to feed.

      Rats, maybe. That’s the only plentiful food supply.

      I shuddered with revulsion at that. The voice in my head was like me in that we both meant well, but often fell short of the mark.

      My pack slowed me. It was heavy with supplies and made my shoulders sore and my back ache. I carried too much, but everything on me was essential. I needed to be able to bug out and abandon everything if things went awry. My blue tote bag held the only food I would eat that day: a sweet potato and a couple of green tomatoes.

      I slipped in and out of her sight as I made my way south. She kept coming, close enough for me to hear her ragged breaths and slurred muttering. When I deciphered her muddled speech, I found she was fixated, stuck on repeat: “What you got in the pretty blue bag? Huh? Whatcha got for me? For me? For me! Huh? L-lady?”

      I clutched my tote tighter to my side. My empty canteen bounced on my hip. It had been more than two years since What Was fell to pieces, perhaps never to be reassembled. I was tired.

      Call him, then. Be Daddy’s little girl and retreat to safety. Physical safety anyway.

      “That would be too easy.” I could try my luck breaking borders, or my father could simply pay the necessary bribes and not feel the pinch in the least. My Alamo was in Maine.

      But you know what happened at the Alamo, Ovid.

      We still had one viable and very expensive cell network. Somewhere, high up, satellites spun in orbit, cold machinery oblivious to our earthly problems. Not all cell towers still functioned and communications from Poeticule Bay were sometimes spotty and sounded crinkly and crackly, as if Maine were on the Moon. My father insisted I could be home within a couple of days. All I had to say was yes.

      When Lloyd Fairweather said “Come home,” he meant “surrender.”
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      Remember driving in a trance? How you’d work on automatic and then snap out of it, hoping the traffic lights had been green in the last few intersections you’d sailed through? Even with a Thirder on my trail, my mind wandered, as if my consciousness drifted off to the left. Triggered by stress, that’s how it often began. I found myself on the phone with Dad again.

      Lloyd Fairweather — father, fatter, farter — was still alive, well, and well-to-do on his farm in Poeticule Bay. The area had been touched relatively lightly by plague, and there was no blight in all of Poeticule County. He paid for my phone, but only so he could remind me to make the decision to come home to him.

      “New York? It’s a wasteland. What’s there for you, Ovid?”

      It’s not so much what’s here, I thought. It’s who’s not.

      “The city is broken,” he continued. “More people means more trouble. You’re unprotected, but ’round here, the virus has pretty much washed through. Cases are low. But you? There? You make no sense.”

      “Dad — ”

      “As if that weren’t enough piss in the gas tank, the blight is so bad out west, they say the fruited plain is no longer fruited. Come up to God’s country. Back by the bay, you’ll be safe.”

      It couldn’t be God’s country. Dad was there. I preferred my hell to his heaven.

      “If your mother were alive — ”

      Mother, smother, monster.

      “She’d tell you the same. Maybe you’d listen to her better. I’m alone here.”

      “You aren’t alone, Dad.”

      “I miss your cooking. You might not possess an iota of sense, but at least you were a decent cook!”

      “You have people to boss around, and I don’t want to be one of them. You know how I feel about collars and choke chains. If you want to put a leash on somebody, you need a dog.”

      “I’ve done nothing but help you — ”

      “Sorry, gotta go.”

      It had been a week since he’d last called. He would call again soon. Looking at the phone made me almost as anxious as getting chased down the street.

      Welcome back.

      Race walking, I felt as if I’d been underwater too long. I needed fresh, cool air, but the number one rule of the apocalypse was this: Comfort is always sacrificed before safety. That’s one reason I was still alive.

      Turning another sharp corner, I slipped down an alley. The girl kept up her crazed shouting as if she could still see me. Haunting echoes bounced off bare walls. Slowly, her voice faded. Panting, I hugged my bag to my chest and waited for her to wander farther on.

      No more fox and hounds, I thought. But I was wrong.

      “Hey.” The gravelly voice came from the shadows at the far end of the alley. I still had my reading glasses, but the prescription on my regular glasses was so outdated I didn’t even bother with them. Squinting, I could make out the silhouette of a large man.

      “Said hey,” he said.

      A complete stranger had not spoken to me in weeks. I slipped the paper bag out of my tote. The bag was always on top, within easy reach. It concealed my sharpest pruning shears, the ones with the tips honed to a razor’s edge.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      Attempting to sound cheery (and failing), I recited, “The worst of the infected are wandering about — ”

      “So don’t pout, cover your snout, watch, weave, and don’t get caught out,” he finished the macabre rhyme for me.

      Between the day’s heat and exertion, sweat had soaked through my clothes. I pulled my hood back to get some relief, but the stale air on my bare nape felt like a hot breath.

      “Gettin’ dark soon,” the man mused. “It’ll be curfew and the Taxmen will be pullin’ and having their giggles. You should get on home. I could walk you.”

      The curfew had once been by governmental decree. Now it was just common sense to avoid being out after dark. Since there was no wood to knock, I bit my tongue for luck. “Sorry, is this your patch? I’ll be on my way in a min. Just letting her” — I waved vaguely toward the street — “you know.”

      The man took a few steps closer. No PPE. That was always a red flag. I fidgeted with the straps to my mask and goggles to make sure they were ratcheted tight.

      “You okay, lady?”

      Turning my body slightly so he couldn’t see, I lowered the shears, still in its paper bag, down by my right thigh. From thrillers I’d edited, I knew that he shouldn’t see my weapon until after I’d used it.

      “You look familiar,” the man said.

      “Not possible.” My face was hidden. “It’s the mask,” I said. “They all look alike. Remember early on? When people had all kinds of fancy masks? I wore a tartan one for a while.”

      “No, seriously,” he insisted. “Couldn’t forget that head of hair and your voice.”

      I cursed myself for drawing back my hood.

      “I do know you, but only sorta. See, I remember the tartan mask, too. Like blue plaid, right?”

      Though I’d said next to nothing, I’d already given too much away. He had to be lying. If I’d said I’d worn a mask with a sunrise on it, he’d be telling me he recognized that, too. “You think you know me? That’s a really old pickup line.” I tried to make it sound like a friendly joke, but not too friendly.

      “Your voice, I know it.”

      I never liked my voice. Curse it and curse me.

      “Name’s Roger. Used to work in your building, down in the cafe. Pilkington Press, right? You never said much to me, but I remember y’all came down mid-morning and mid-afternoon with one or two of your friends.”

      Friends? Not friends. Co-workers. Sometimes they called me Mouse when they thought I was listening to music on my headphones. That was when they were kind. I heard them joking about me by the photocopier, too. They called me “that twitchy bitch” because I never knew what to do with my hands when people spoke to me. Eventually, I solved that problem by sewing pockets in all my dresses.

      Roger stepped closer, and I squinted harder. I didn’t recognize him, but he wasn’t wrong about my former workplace.

      With a sudden venom that made me tremble, he raised his voice. “Not gonna lie, I got impulse control issues. You better come across with the truth!”

      “Yes! Pilkington Press. Yes, you’re right..”

      “Soy milk. Two shots of hazelnut? Am I right?”

      “How could you remember that after all this time?”

      “Hasn’t been that long, only feels long. We didn’t know it at the time, but those were the good ole days, huh? Lots of bad times now. Lots of bad times to come before somebody sorts things out.”

      Roger really did know me from What Was, back when I edited books for a living, and the virus was still incubating somewhere on the other side of the planet.

      I did not have many friends in New York. Preferring the company of books to people limited my social life. Books didn’t judge. Besides, I liked the person I was when I worked in publishing. In my small way, I liked to think I made the world a better place, or at least helped to give readers a happy distraction from all that was wrong.

      In that moment of nostalgia, I softened and let my guard down. “Nice to meet you again, Roger.”

      My mistake.
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      Though Roger couldn’t see my face, I’d been taught to smile no matter how I felt. The reflex to keep the peace ran deep. I gave an exaggerated nod to let him know I was agreeable. In a weak echo meant to appease, I whispered, “You are right. Lots of bad times now.”

      “Never said much to me, you, but I had the idea you were high up in the company. You were the tall one of the group, always on your phone with all that hair hanging in your face. Shame, really. Nice long, thick hair, you got there. As I recall, your nose is on the big side but your hair is pretty-pretty.”

      I wasn’t high up in the company, but always looking busy and staring at my phone gave me something to do when other people were around. For as long as I could remember, looking people in the eye made me feel naked. People’s open gazes were too sharp, pricking my skin like tiny hot needles.

      “What happened to your company?” Roger asked.

      “Same as with everything else. We hung in as long as we could. Things fall apart. The center cannot hold.”

      Quoting Yeats, Ovid? He wrote “The Second Coming”in 1919, and his vision only took about 100 years to take hold.

      “Got a name?” Roger’s question sounded like a demand.

      My mind drifted off to the left again. My therapist called the phenomenon “time traveling.” I called it a flashback.

      Don’t go anywhere! The danger is right in front of you! Don’t —

      Pilkington Press. Our firm had prestige, but fell short of the top tier. For every profitable spy thriller, romance, or cookbook I edited, the owners insisted on pushing three “important literary works” that rarely broke out of the snobby cocktail circuit. A few of those high-minded books were considered for national book awards. Most were returned and remaindered in bulk, reduced to pulp. Relegated to trawling the slush pile and copy editing in the genre department, I never got to work on the prestige manuscripts.

      On rare occasions, I passed our company president in the hallways. He made a show of struggling to remember my name. The owners’ domain was a floor above me, that faraway land where the carpets were deep and soft, and each executive had their own private bathroom.

      Five women worked in the offices along the west wall of glass on the twelfth floor overlooking the park: two senior editors, an accountant, an office manager/publicist, and me, the proofreader and junior copy editor. I freelanced from home, too, always struggling to make ends meet, trying to prove to Dad I could read and think for a living in one of the most expensive cities in the world.

      Other employees and interns came and went, but we five staff were the beating heart of our little company. I was always putting the right words in the right order and never seeming to do much better than get by. I was at the last desk, next to the big photocopiers. It was too loud, and the nearby kitchenette smelled of burnt coffee. No one cleaned up after themselves, but since my desk was closest, I took on that job, too.

      Early on, the office manager Angelica invited me to join the editorial staff on coffee breaks downstairs.

      And Roger was watching.

      “It’s not just coffee. It’s team-building and coordinating synergy,” Angelica said. Perhaps, by including me, she was just being polite. I suspect it was pity.

      When I was eight, Mom once told a neighbor, “Our girl’s no social butterfly. She’s more of a Death’s Head Moth.”

      The visiting neighbor, Dorothy Engel, glanced my way uncomfortably and gave a kind smile. “Ovid is very bright. I’m sure what you mean to say is that your daughter is a good listener.”

      “Nope! Look again. Ovid couldn’t buy a friend, so she talks to herself all day. She’s a Death’s Head Moth!”

      It might not have been so bad if she’d sounded like a desperate mother seeking help. Instead, Mom sounded absolutely gleeful over my shortcomings. She’d called me that before, so, of course, I’d looked it up.

      “Actually, Mom, there’s no such thing as a Death’s Head Moth. It’s a Death’s Head Hawkmoth.”

      The lure of pedantry which would serve my clients so well as a book editor was not appreciated in childhood. Taking a long drag of her cigarette, my mother rolled her eyes and flicked ash in my face. “Nobody likes a know-it-all!” She looked to our neighbor with a look that declared no one had suffered as she had. “See? Told you!”

      If Dorothy had asked me to come live with her and get away from my parents, I would have abandoned my childhood home in a heartbeat. With nothing but my library card and the clothes on my back, I would have escaped to a home where Pop-Tarts, coconut cookies, and sugary cereals were ready in the cupboard. Caramels were always in the candy dish. Dorothy wouldn’t have been like Mom, who hid bags of potato chips until they were long out of date, stale, and tasted like salted paper.

      The voice in my head observed: Food is always better in other people’s houses, but perhaps that’s true for everyone.

      I must concede that Mom wasn’t wrong about my friendlessness. At Pilkington Press, I took stabs and had spasms of friendly overtures. Sometimes I’d share anecdotes about odd writing I’d come across in manuscripts from the slush pile. The biggest laugh I ever got was from a writer who described a lover’s penis as “the silk and steel of him.” I never topped that for entertaining my co-workers, and it wasn’t even my idea, just something amusing I’d parroted.

      Much of the last year of my life in publishing had been devoted to editing a thick manuscript called Grow Anything, Anytime, Anywhere by Nora Jean Stone. If not for that gardening book, I wouldn’t have survived the apocalypse.

      Roger cleared his throat.

      Unfriendly reminder, Ovid! The danger is in front of you!

      He must have said something I missed. A military thriller I’d once proofread advised the main character to “maintain situational awareness.” I wasn’t heeding that good advice. “Pardon?”

      “I asked your name. I asked where you live so I can walk you home.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      His tone softened, trying too hard to sound casual. “What happened to those women you worked with? Do you keep in touch? They were cute. Where are they now? Y’all stick together? Survivors tend to stick together.”

      Four of my coworkers had fallen dead within two weeks of each other. I was the fifth in that line of desks, still breathing and wondering why I’d been spared. I’m a little OCD. Maybe my survival was as simple as washing my hands more often, more thoroughly, for longer, and with hotter water. I did clean that kitchenette sink assiduously.

      The voice in my head nudged. Paranoia ain’t all bad. You need more of it now.
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      Dizzy, I leaned against the wall. I wanted to shrug off my heavy pack and let the concrete cool my sweaty back. When I glanced up, Roger had stepped even closer, just outside of arm’s reach.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he asked.

      “So many things. Sorry, I’m very tired. Long day.”

      “We all got the same twenty-four hours, but when you got nothing to do, it stretches out. Where do you go? What do you do?”

      “I keep busy.”

      “Some places uptown, you’d think everything was almost fine. Long as you don’t look too close, normal is still here somewhere. The city’s still here. It’s just…”

      “Diluted?”

      “Diluted. Yeah, that’s good. Diluted. You know what else? Those uptown people? I got a little work from them.”

      At the market, I’d heard of wealthy people who did not leave New York before the state borders closed. Details were too sketchy for the whispers to be believed.

      “It’s a small group of trust fund kids, gathering resources, trying to get the old order back. You say things fall apart. They say put ’em back together.”

      “How?”

      “Same as they always did, takin’ care of them and theirs at the expense of you and yours. I got asked to help ’em out. That’s how I take care of me. To get by, everybody’s got to be a little selfish, right?”

      His tone of accusation crept in again. “Do you think you’re a selfish person, Pilkington?”

      “I take care of myself.”

      “How do you do that?” He pointed at my tote and my backpack. “Trading, right? Growing? I’ve seen you around.”

      I said nothing.

      “Do you think things can go back to normal?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “The reasons are … multifactorial.”

      He mimicked me. “Multifactorial. Friggin’ multifactorial, huh? I see how it is. You got height and long legs, so that’s nice. On the other hand, you got no boobs, and you sound like a politician.”

      A politician? There were few worse insults. “I should go.”

      “The people I work for, they’d be interested in knowing how someone like you is still running around.”

      “Someone like me?”

      “Female, older, mousy, and — what really stands out — you’re alone. You hardly ever see a woman on the street alone. I know some hard dudes won’t even poke their noses outside without somebody to watch their back.”

      I could hear the smirk in his voice.

      Smirk, smug, smash, smite!

      “What’s in the bag, Pilkington?”

      “So … you’re a Taxman,” I said.

      “No, the people I work for are bigger than the Taxmen. I’m a headhunter, keeping an eye out for talent. I think you’ve got skills and resources they can use. That’s my mission.”

      The city’s vultures always wanted food. They needed something to eat or steal so they could trade for sustenance. I couldn’t afford to allow anyone to steal my labor or resources.

      “I’ve got nothing for you, Roger. I have to go now.”

      “No one is really waiting for you, are they, Pilkington Press girl?”

      As I turned to run, he leaped at me, grabbed me by the hair, and yanked me back.

      “Where do you get all that friggin’ food you trade?”

      Struggling, I almost went down, but he held me up by the hair as he reached for my tote. Sitting on my left hip, the bag’s long strap was across my right shoulder. In attempting to pull it away from me, he spun me into him. I used the momentum he’d given me. The tips of my pruning shears broke through the bottom of the paper bag as I thrust up into the thick meat of his triceps, just short of his armpit.

      I dug in and dragged the sharp tips of the blades toward me. Roger gasped, let go, clutched his wound, stumbled back. He cursed me rather imaginatively. Having never stabbed anyone, I neither leaped in to finish the job nor did I run away. I just stood there, frozen and mute.

      I wanted to say something defiant and cool. In the men’s adventure novels we’d published, a clever hit man made jokes and laconic observations in terrifying moments. I could have said, “Wrap it quick, and you won’t bleed out tonight. Keep it clean, and maybe you won’t die slowly of sepsis. Maybe ... probably.”

      But I wasn’t a clever hit man. I was a book editor in the apocalypse. Trembling, I watched as my former barista ran away. The shears, dripping with thick blood, shook in my cold, trembling hands. “God, I miss my therapist.”

      Do you think you killed him? My inner voice sounded more curious than alarmed. I liked that about the voice in my head.

      I pictured my dead therapist, Dr. Anna Rosa. From her deep, worn leather chair, sipping chamomile tea, she asked. “How do you feel about what you did?”

      “Mom and Dad used to inform me what emotions I was supposed to feel — ”

      “We’ve been over that. They aren’t here. I’m asking you, Ovid.”

      “Do you think all wounds heal, Doctor? I know that’s your paradigm, but I’m not certain that’s an accurate reflection of reality. I mean, is closure a real thing? People talk about it, but I think I’d need a lobotomy — ”

      “So you doubt the value of our sessions?”

      “I mean no offense, Doctor, but I’m no kid. I just have to wonder at this late date if closure is a myth. Lots of things don’t hold true on examination, like elite bodybuilders who don’t use steroids or suffer dysmorphia. Or cauliflower that’s supposed to taste like mashed potatoes but sure as heck doesn’t.”

      Dr. Rosa tapped her pen on her pad. “A couple of debatable points there, but I’ll concede you got me on the cauliflower thing. Let’s put a pin in that and get back on track. I asked what you feel. Try to stay present in this moment and avoid falling back into daughter mode. I’ll ask again — ”

      “Roger was not scared of me. He saw me as bookish, like a mouse wearing glasses. I’m an urban farmer now, but on whatever scale used to measure a person’s capacity to intimidate, editor to farmer is a pretty lateral move. No surprise there. I mean, caught in a dark alley by a mugger, I quoted Yeats! Yeats! Quoting Bukowski would have sounded more butch.”

      Dr. Rosa quirked an eyebrow at me. “Was that a joke?”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be. Was it funny?”

      She sighed. “Okay, moving on, upon reflection, what would you have rather said to your attacker?”

      “My name is not Pilkington Press girl. I am Ovid Fairweather. I don’t push, but I do push back.”

      That should have sounded cool, but I merely whispered it, empty bravado at best.

      Dr. Rosa told me, “If it’s true about his employers, he was hunting you.”

      “That frightens me.”

      “So? What are you going to do about that?”

      “I’ll have to become something … else. That’s okay. I never liked me much anyway.”

      “How do you plan to become something else?”

      “I’ll make it work … you know, hero’s journey and all that. My imagination has kept me alive this long. In fact, pretending is all I’ve ever done. I’m pretending to have this conversation with you right now!”
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      I had to get back to my apartment complex. Darkness brought more dangers so I raced against sundown. I ran, first at a sprint, then at a steady pace. My heavy backpack jostled, and the straps pulled at my sore shoulders.

      Working a sedentary job, I’d been as soft as any office worker. When Pilkington Press went away, my new job — occupation, concentration, preoccupation — became getting fit and finding new ways to survive. From the beginning of the pandemic, I knew the coming horrors would test me. Determined not to become another statistic, I’d prepared, exercising hard since the very first lockdown.

      Spite kept me from admitting failure and returning home to Poeticule Bay. Fear motivated me to work on my cardio, do planks, push-ups, sit-ups, and practice Ashtanga yoga at the end of each day. Battling insomnia, some nights I worked out until exhaustion forced me to collapse.

      Every morning, I checked my weight and forced myself to look at my naked body in a full-length mirror. Physically, I was much stronger than before. Still, no matter how hard I trained, I couldn’t manage to build a six-pack or a thigh gap. I didn’t seem to have the genetics that would allow me to look like one of those models made of lacquer sprayed over twists and skeins of wire.

      Maybe not enough protein, I thought. It’ll have to do.

      Despite my physical improvements, I still felt like the kid who disappointed her high school gym teacher. I couldn’t climb the rope or do pull-ups, so to Coach Jimmy McKenzie, I’d wasted his time. Only track stars had been worthy of his attention.

      The school librarian, Mrs. Garilyn, recognized me as one of her nerd brigade: the contingent of misfit kids destined to leave Poeticule Bay and never look back with longing. Glad to give me fuel to launch, she always greeted me warmly. Her library became my second home, safer than living with my parents.

      One apocalypse, several viral iterations, and a plethora of lethal variants had occurred since leaving Maine. I was lean and strong, but I couldn’t say I felt differently on the inside.

      Still Daddy’s little girl!

      “Shut up,” I muttered as my apartment building loomed in the distance.

      Dr. Rosa had not prepared me for the fallout from sticking Roger. The adrenaline dump had me sweating and panting by the time I arrived at the door to my complex. In books and movies, heroic protagonists rarely seemed to dwell on the violence they perpetrated. To those fictional beings, such violence was a curious misadventure, shrugged off, and soon forgotten. I’d never forget Roger’s sharp intake of breath or the sound of tearing fabric and ripped flesh. Even the patter of blood falling to the pavement sounded louder than was possible.

      Louder and somehow accusatory. What are you becoming, Ovid? And was Poeticule Bay really so bad?

      The ID scanner was broken. Fortunately, Old Heather waited at her station by the door. There used to be a Young Heather, but the Lambda-2 variant had taken her breath away. To avoid the reminder of mortality, I just called the old lady Heather.

      Lurching up from her rocking chair, Heather gave me a friendly wave. I’d never seen her step outside for fresh air. Instead, she sat and read books, mostly romances and histories about the First Civil War. I often contributed to her to-be-read pile, which Heather referred to as her little library. The old woman acted as the complex’s self-appointed door monitor. Not many tenants remained, but she knew everyone who lived in the three connected buildings. She was a sweet gatekeeper, but a double-barreled sawed-off shotgun sat atop her little library, always within easy reach.

      Heather never wore a mask nor had she ever been tested for a variant. Resolute in showing her naked face, she once told me, “I got other things to think about. Wish I was immune to arthritis and bunions. At my age, every morning is an unkind surprise. Just lucky to be alive, I guess.”

      Or unlucky, I thought.

      “In my opinion, I’m immune,” she’d told me. “Immune or ready to go should the virus change its damn mind. If I was supposed to get TKV, it sure is taking its sweet time. I slept in the same bed as my husband. He died. Had two grown children and they got taken, too. Through it all, I was their sole caregiver.”

      Above her head, like a brilliant yellow halo, I saw: sole, soul, solo.

      No one else saw that sad trio of glowing words. As long as I knew no one else could see that, I wasn’t crazy. Mentally, I might not have been entirely seaworthy, but given the dire circumstances, I thought it fair to grade myself on a curve.

      Heather didn’t know my real name, so she just called me Honey and always met me with a smile. One of my crops was cannabis. I liked lovers of books, so I gave Heather a discount on her glaucoma medicine.

      As I passed under the sprayers in the entryway, they wheezed with useless puffs of air. The mechanism’s decontamination tanks had long gone dry, but the nozzles still cycled upon each entry. Without any sterilizing mist, it was like getting breathed on by a robot with emphysema.

      The old woman gave me a wink. “You bring back anything for me from the outside world?”

      “Your favorite.” Her preferred variety was Jamaican Haze, a sativa-heavy cross between the Jamaican strain and Amnesia Haze.

      “Jamaican me crazy!” She made the same joke every time, and she always offered a tiny jar of jam in trade.

      I slipped a joint onto the arm of her rocking chair and, despite her gnarled hands, she managed to palm it like a pro. In return, she left me a tiny jam jar. She seemed to have access to an endless supply.

      One day, perhaps bragging a little, Heather revealed that she used to work at one of the big hotels. She also let slip that she still had a friend who worked at the Four Seasons in Manhattan. That’s where the jam came from.

      I warned her never to tell me or anyone else where she got the goods she traded. “If someone can go straight to your friend, they’ll cut you out. Then where will you be? You might even put your friend in danger.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’m sure I can trust you — ”

      “Trust no one. It’ll keep you safe. You start letting people in, you open yourself up to all kinds of problems.”

      Heather looked worried about me. “Letting people in? You mean living?”

      “I’m not talking about living, just not dying,”

      “Doesn’t sound too ambitious,” she said.

      “Sounds safer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            BLOOD?

          

        

      

    

    
      When I’d told her to keep her supplier a secret, Heather patted me on the shoulder. “I trust you, darlin’.”

      I recoiled and instantly regretted it. Hers was the first kind human touch I’d experienced in a long time. Since that day, Heather followed protocol. Nothing was passed hand-to-hand, and she knew to sterilize the jam jars.

      Watching me panting as I recovered from my run, she nodded to the side pocket into which she placed that night’s jam jar. “Peach this time. Sorry, no raspberries this year, even for the rich folks. I’m not sure they’re growing raspberries anymore. You got any in your magic bag, Honey?”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her none of her jams contained real fruit anyway. I loved the taste of real raspberry jam, but there was no way I could sacrifice that amount of real estate on my little farm. A raspberry crop would take up too much space and deliver too low a yield. “Peach is fine, thanks.”

      Each Christmas, I fantasized that I would grow Heather some Calluna, the plant that was her namesake. However, heather requires rich acidic organic soil and needs a lot of sunlight. I wanted to do something special for the old lady, but I could not sacrifice the resources or space for a plant I could not trade, smoke, or eat.

      I wasn’t the only grower around, of course. One of the side effects of the pandemic was the quarantine garden phenomenon. We all came to realize that we’d favored form over function, aesthetics over food. Homeowners associations had defied nature for years by insisting on certain varieties of grass in their suburban neighborhoods. Kentucky bluegrass had been native to Europe and the Middle East. Bermuda grass had been a staple in Atlanta because it was drought resistant. That was all a waste. We needed food, not genetically altered grass.

      We never faced one disaster at a time. Disease was bad enough, but double-trouble came with the Blight, the crop killer. Makeshift greenhouses were safer. Outdoor industrial farming was more vulnerable. A plant’s leaves would look fine one day, then they would yellow the next. Within days, crops withered on the vine.

      Growing anything was difficult. To lose an entire crop meant starvation. If I had to choose between a cure for the virus and a solution to the Blight, I wasn’t sure which was more important. Supplies of canned food would not last forever, so our food banks were ticking down to useless. Blight hit the South and West hardest. Though we were relatively fortunate in the Northeast, many still went hungry despite our best efforts. Not everyone was an able farmer. Heirloom seeds were a rarity. Many novice farmers, so enthusiastic in the spring, were disappointed with their harvests by fall.

      For people like me, profit was found in the margins and in the failings of others. Broccoli was nutritious and could provide a high yield, but the plant was too finicky. Garlic was easy to grow, but no one would survive on garlic alone. My focus was to succeed where others failed.

      The virus killed countless millions, countless because the people who did the counting were dead. However, the new leading cause of death was starvation. I guessed the second leading cause was suicide, either because of loneliness, boredom, or the collapse into pointlessness. Too many people wanted to wish the pandemic away. They tired of being patient, and that’s not what patience is.

      When I edited books, I echoed the motto of one of our authors: “I’m in the brain tickle business!” As an urban farmer and trader, my job was still to alleviate boredom. My crops saved people from a mono-diet. When you couldn’t face yet another night of thin cabbage soup, I was the one to find at the market. I helped keep the survivors going another day, whether it be cannabis or chives to go with potatoes.

      When my inventory became thin, I broke into houses to scour for leftovers from the medicine cabinets and nightstands of the dead. The only products almost as popular as food were drugs. Somewhere, a few surviving chemists were cooking meth, painkillers, and hallucinogens. Since What Was ended, New York’s rat population had exploded. Creating new rat poisons out of hogweed had become a booming business.

      I still hoarded my prescriptions in my backpack. Though they were weaker than they used to be, I still craved the yellow ones that calmed my nerves. I didn’t touch my stash of cannabis since it tended to make me more introspective. That way led to tears. The last thing I needed was to dwell on the past more than I already did. I have a theory that if we live to old age, we accept death with grace and gratitude. The end feels easier when you take into account that you won’t have to pore over the same old mistakes repeatedly and forever.

      In the fourth grade, you pronounced Arkansas with a non-silent s on the end, and the teacher laughed at you. The whole class laughed at you. You were short and fat then. The mean girls said your new name was Flounder, and you agreed to it.

      “You okay, Honey? You’re trembling,” Heather said.

      You stabbed Roger, but you didn’t kill him. Another mistake.

      “Uh … r-rough day.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The future.”

      “What about it?”

      “There’s not enough of it. I need more time. I still haven’t finished Asimov’s Foundation trilogy.”

      Too many regrets stacking up, Ovid? Too many failures and apologies? Not enough vengeance, maybe?

      Heather’s smile faded as she peered closer. Her eyes widened as she glanced down at my dirty black coveralls. “Is that blood on your shoes?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            THE LADY BECOMES MACBETH

          

        

      

    

    
      The bother with blood is that it is easy to spot, sticky, and hard to get out of fabric.

      Hard to get out of your mind, too.

      I tried to reassure Heather that I was not wounded, then I realized I was. Somehow, I’d cut the heel of my left palm, probably as I pulled the pruning shears out of the meat of Roger’s arm. I’d been so full of adrenaline, I hadn’t even noticed. It wasn’t a deep gash and would not require stitches. Still, looking at it seemed to awaken the nerves. It stung.

      “Sit down and I’ll clean that up for you,” Heather said. “Were you out there looking for trouble?”

      “I never look for it. Trouble comes looking for me.”

      A metallic click on the glass by the entryway reached us. I whirled around expecting to find Roger or perhaps more goons sent by his employers. Instead, Virgil Sine stood outside, maskless and waiting to be buzzed in. A huge man with a machine gun strapped on his back loomed behind Virgil.

      Before I could stop her, Heather called, “Virgil! Barry! This woman needs help!”

      Heather used her cane to press the button to release the lock to the entryway. Virgil stepped through and waited for the sprayers to cycle uselessly so the inner door would unlock. As the door buzzed to signal its release, I dared a glance at his handsome face. His skin seemed poreless, not quite real.

      Healthy, hale, halo.

      I knew his name from my circles at the food banks and the market. Everyone seemed to know Virgil, AKA the Unicorn. Neither suffering the virus nor a carrier, his was a rare status. Free to pass checkpoints anywhere he pleased, seven days a week, Virgil drove a truck to deliver leftovers and scavenged extras to the food banks.

      Manhattan was a fortress. Greenwich Village and Cobble Hill had no-go zones, blocks of gentrified mansions, and complexes that served as retreats for the more fortunate. Farther out, the borders to the Hamptons and Princeton were guarded by high walls, killer drones, and a small army of mercenaries. Virgil could go wherever he liked.

      Where luxury still lived, I was told strongholds even had restaurants. The rich threw us their crumbs and called it charity. We called it guillotine insurance. Their scraps weren’t enough, but keeping the survivors low on calories was a feature, not a bug. Subsistence levels of nutrition kept everyone on edge, but we lacked the energy to storm their castles.

      Virgil had been among the Unicorns studied at Johns Hopkins and at the CDC. His immune system possessed some odd quirk that was not fully understood. Apparently, his good fortune couldn’t be replicated, either. Perhaps one percent of the population was so blessed. Poked and prodded and experimented upon, he was released from the labs with little actionable data. He could have gone anywhere. Instead, he returned to New York to serve his community. Whenever he appeared, several of the women and a couple of the men got quiet and stared, as if he were a supermodel lottery winner.

      “What’s the trouble, little grandmother?” Virgil asked.

      “This woman’s bleeding. Wounded, I should say.”

      I stared at the floor. “It’s fine. Most of the red stuff isn’t mine.”

      “Pardon me? What’d you say?”

      I couldn’t look at Heather, but the distress in her tone was evident.

      “Th-there was … an a-a-altercation, that’s all.”

      “What happened exactly?” Virgil asked. His voice was deep, his accent musical.

      I kept my gaze on the floor. “I was attacked.”

      “I am sorry to hear that, my queen. You hurting?”

      “Just a little.”

      “The person who attacked you, they hurting?”

      “Yes.”

      “Killed?”

      “No.”

      “If they’re still around, you should tell Barry about it.”

      Barry turned out to be the man who had arrived alongside Virgil. He was a fiftyish giant, maybe six foot seven with long platinum hair tied in braids. “Who came after you? Do you know where he is now?”

      “He ran off,” I said. “I cut him pretty deep, but it was just his arm. He’ll probably be fine.”

      From my proofreading and fact-checking days at Pilkington, I knew the difference between cutting and stabbing someone. A cut did not necessarily convey the intent to kill. In some states, stabbing used to carry harsher punishment. I did not stab Roger. I cut him. Had I directed my pruning shears a little northeast, I could have dug into arteries and inflicted mortal wounds.

      Unseamed him from nave to th’chops, and fixed his head upon our battlements, Shakespeare said of Macbeth. You know, Ovid, if you were a better person, you’d be more upset.

      There was another line from Macbeth I adored: His brandish’d steel smoked with bloody execution. I’d been OCD Lady Macbeth for most of my life, scrubbing my hands raw and muttering, “Out, damned spot.” But Macbeth was the more interesting character. He was the one who “carved out his own passage” with a sword.

      I went from trembling to shaking. I’d come close to murdering Roger and I’d wanted to.

      Heather and Virgil were sympathetic as they bandaged my wound. By his eyes, I knew Barry was smiling behind his mask, kind and reassuring.

      They see you as a victim, Ovid.

      Though I hated that they saw me that way, I loved the trio for their kindness and easy grace. New York had always come up a little short in that department. The city was much worse with so many dead and the remaining so hungry.
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      Virgil stepped close and whispered, “You’re good. No one will hurt you now. You’re safe.” He touched my shoulder to steady me. Usually, I would recoil at close contact. Human touch was repellent, a source of fear. However, Virgil was a Unicorn, incapable of carrying the virus. I wanted to throw my arms around him, cling to him like a life preserver in stormy waters.

      He guided me back down into Heather’s rocker, patting my uninjured arm gently.

      Barry remained at a distance. The big man knelt on the floor and asked my name.

      I shook my head.

      “I call her Honey,” Heather said, “because she’s sweet.”

      “Very well. Do you want to tell us anything more, Honey?” Virgil asked. “Did the man touch you … inappropriately?”

      “A girl — one of the Thirders — was following me and wouldn’t leave me alone. I slipped down an alley to lose her, and the guy was there. We sort of knew each other from before.”

      Barry raised his huge head. “Oh? Tell me about that.”

      “He knew a place I used to work.”

      “Big city,” Barry observed. “Running into him in an alley was no coincidence. That guy was following you and waiting for an opportunity.”

      A chance meeting with someone from What Was? Yes, unlikely. The thought hadn’t occurred to me until Barry gave that fact voice. I’d been too upset to think clearly. I cursed myself for my naivete. Fuzzy thinking was one of the many things that got people killed. There’s less room for human error at the end of the world. It’s too easy to fall off the edge.

      “What toll did the troll demand?” Heather asked.

      “He grabbed me and tried to rob me.”

      “I recognize you from the food banks,” Virgil said. “You’re a grower, I think, yes?”

      I nodded. There was no sense denying it. My wares made me a target.

      “He may know you where you live,” Barry said. “Unfortunately, this might not be over.”

      “I’ve never had a stalker.” Trying to control my breathing, I took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “I don’t think this one will settle for an autograph.”

      Heather let out a little chuckle. I hadn’t meant to make a joke. Most of my jokes were something I discovered I’d done after the fact. When people laughed, sometimes I’d think, Oh, that was funny. Mostly, I assumed they were laughing at me.

      “You ever see the guy around here?” Barry asked.

      “No.”

      “Get a name?”

      “Roger. I don’t know his last name.”

      “Give us a description,” Heather said brightly. “You know I won’t let him in.”

      “And the Watch will keep an eye out,” Barry said.

      “Barry’s with the militia,” Virgil explained.

      Barry’s sheer size was reassuring. Virgil stood like a statue of a sentinel. Heather was the mother I wish I’d had. I’d been alone a long time. It was far out of character for me, but I wanted to hug them all. I settled for thanking them all profusely.
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