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ANDREW

I hope the afterlife has a little movie theatre where you can sit in silence and watch the sequence of events that led to the watershed moments of your life. Take me, for instance: a tasteful long shot of the patient-zero bird that first got the bug – set to a Philip Glass score, something foreboding and moody – and then it jumps over the pandemic and all the stuff with my family and friends dying and focuses on some survivalist nutcase out in the woods setting a bear trap eleven months ago.



Time lapse of the trap, bears walking past, a thick branch falling on it and somehow not setting it off, leaves covering it.



And then while I’m sitting there, munching on afterlife Sour Patch Kids and butter-flavoured popcorn, thinking to myself where the hell is this going?, my dumb ass saunters on-screen and I step in the bear trap.



Oh, that’s right.



I remember I spent almost three hours screaming and crying, trying to figure out how to open the trap. Finally I ended up tying down the metal catches with T-shirts from my pack, and used the branch the universe foreshadowed – the one that kept the trap from cutting my leg clean off – to pry the rusted jaws open.



Now I’m just hopping around the forest with a yellow T-shirt tied over my wounded leg. At least watching this in the afterlife I’ll have the tongue-burning delights of Sour Patch Kids.



Unlike now, where all I have to eat in my pack is the canned food I grabbed in Jersey before I had the silly idea to get off the main roads.



I shift my weight on the crutch beneath my armpit, wincing. It’s actually just a big tree branch I found. Last night I wrapped a sweater around the Y-shaped fork to pad it, but it’s not working and now it feels like my armpit is just a massive bruise.



The pain in my leg is worse. Every step I take with my good leg creates a pull in the bad one that shoots fire up my calf. I tried resting last night after I found the crutch branch, shivering while my leg went numb with damp cold. I nodded off a few times, half expecting to die like that, but when the sun came up this morning, my eyes still opened.



Now here I am, hobbling through the woods with absolutely no idea where the closest road is. I just hope that if I keep walking straight it will lead me to something. A road, a town, a stream to clean my wounds. Anything before infection sets in. And of course now I’m on the lookout for more bear traps, so that slows me down, too.



Because of the low cloud cover I have no idea what time it is when I stumble upon not a road but a cabin. It’s cute. Modest. From what I can tell from the outside, it’s maybe two bedrooms. There’s a small front porch with two chairs under a wide picture window. The shades are drawn and leaves litter the front gravel drive and pile against the stairs.



No car in the driveway. Maybe it’s empty. Abandoned – the owner dead in their condo in some city or in a mass grave.



Or shot dead on the side of the road by another survivor.



I take a few tentative steps out of the woods on to the gravel.



It doesn’t look like anyone has been here in a while. A small, chunky garden gnome sits at the bottom of the steps, a fluffy sheep in her lap. She sits on a toadstool, smiling at the drive as if she’s waiting for someone.



Kinda creepy



Especially since the leaves aren’t covering her. Like she just shook them off herself.



But I don’t think too much about that – garden gnomes that come alive when you aren’t looking are the least of my troubles. There are four steps up to the front porch. Maybe I can just hop up them, see if the door is unlocked.



Of course it won’t be – that would be too perfect. A nice little cabin open and free for the taking? Maybe even something to eat. I let my mind have a short food fantasy moment, as a treat, then crunch across the gravel to the steps.
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JAMISON

The house is too quiet. I should have put on some music, something to distract me from the absolute silence. But now I can’t be bothered to stop and put a record on.



Seventeen. That’s how many cans of black beans I have left. I write it down on the yellow legal pad on my knee, crossing out the number nineteen from last week. I do this every Monday morning: count the food I have and watch the numbers slowly dwindle. It was maddening at first, but now it’s almost meditative.



Eight cans of corn. I cross out the number nine on the sheet and write the new number to the right of it. There are maybe two more weeks before I run out of space and need to start a new sheet. And this time it will all be in my handwriting, not my mom’s.



Pasta sauce. It’s written in her barely decipherable scrawl. And then her perfect numbers – zeros slashed and sevens with a line through the middle so there’s no misunderstanding – before her writing stops and mine takes over.



I don’t need to count the jars of pasta sauce because I didn’t make any pasta last week, so I leave the number eleven there and continue on down.



But something stops me. A sound outside, like leaves crunching.



I jump up and look out the kitchen window. The world outside is grey and cold, while the wood-burning stove behind me keeps the kitchen nice and warm. The back deck is covered in leaves, but there aren’t any animals or people to be seen. The trees are still bare, the spring buds not ready to come back from the harsh winter just yet.



‘You’re hearing things again,’ I tell the silence of the kitchen. I talk to myself a lot now. It used to make me think I was going insane, but now it might be the only thing keeping me from going insane.



Last week I swore I heard someone walking across the gravel drive out front, but by the time I psyched myself up to look, no one was there.



Just the thought of the crunching gravel creates the sound in my mind, this time unmistakably coming from the front of the house. But it’s not real – I’m making it up again. Or it’s an animal, but it’s way too much rustling to be a squirrel or a fox.



Usually all it takes is a quick reminder that, yes, I am alone and there’s no one out here before the sound goes away, but this time it doesn’t. It sounds strange, though. There’s no one-two pattern of footsteps; instead it’s a lopsided crunch of gravel and a short, quiet click.



Then the first step on the front porch creaks.



My heart leaps and sweat gathers at the nape of my neck. I hold my breath and my body burns with fear, but I can’t move. There’s a grunt and a thump from outside. The second step.



It’s definitely a person out there.



Finally, I break free of my paralysis, running for the living room. I have no idea when the last time I even went out the front door was; probably a few weeks back. Before I heard the noises the last time.



Outside, there’s another thump as whoever is there loudly reaches the third step. The rifle leans up against the wall by the front coat closet. I grab it and put my back to the wall across from the front door. The rifle might not even be loaded, but I don’t have the time to check. It should be. I haven’t used it, after all.



The front door.



Shit.



I have no clue if it’s locked, or if it would matter. Maybe that loud thumping is a battering ram or something.



This isn’t made up. It’s not me jumping at shadows and silence.



The doorknob turns. It’s not locked.



There’s someone out there, and now they’re coming in here.



The door swings open and I take aim.
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ANDREW

He has the gun on me before I even realise he’s there. I’m not unobservant; I’m just distracted by the throbbing pain in my leg. But once I’m looking down the barrel of some kind of rifle, everything goes numb.



‘Wait,’ I say, throwing up my arms. I put all my weight on my good leg and drop the makeshift crutch.



The boy in front of me must be around my age. Maybe sixteen, seventeen. He has that look, though. I saw it happening to me when people I knew started dying – with every glance in the mirror it got worse. I was young, but I began to look haggard. Tired. Beaten down. He has that same broken stare.



That’s how I know he won’t hesitate to shoot me.



‘Wait,’ I say again. ‘I just came here looking for supplies. I didn’t know anyone was here.’



‘Well, I am,’ he says. He isn’t looking me in the eye; instead he’s focused on my chest, aiming the rifle at my heart.



This is becoming a theme for me, and I’m not a fan. I flash back to the last time I had a gun pointed at me, on the side of the road in New Jersey. To the rash, senseless violence that could have been easily avoided.



My stomach lurches. I don’t want things to go bad like that again.



‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I can leave.’



But I’m not so sure I can. I’ve been hobbling through the woods for the past day and a half looking for some shelter and a way to clean my wounds. Finding some medical supplies, a pantry full of food and Tom Holland wouldn’t hurt either.



Instead, here we are. And not a Tom Holland in sight.



‘Then turn – slowly,’ is all he says.



I try to bend over, reaching for the crutch, but he lets out a warning that sounds like ‘eh,’ then adds, ‘Leave it.’



‘I need it to walk,’ I tell him. ‘I’m hurt.’



He glances down at my bad leg, looking at the torn denim for some time. His gaze drifts up, finally meeting my eyes.



He has nice eyes. Dark blue. Clear but frightening. Like he’s prepared to pull that trigger if he has to. I know the feeling.



‘Turn as best you can,’ he says. ‘I’ll pick it up and throw it to you when you’re out there.’



I want more than anything to let out a frustrated sigh, to tell him he’s a jerk-off.



But the jerk-off’s got a gun, so I don’t. The world has ended, but jerk-offs still have a leg up.



Ha. Leg up.



Christ, even after the apocalypse I can’t resist a pun.



I turn my foot like I’m doing some fucked-up version of the hokey-pokey. You put your right foot in, you put your right foot out, you put your right foot in and get a bullet to the chest.



I finally have my back to him when it hits me – he could have been lying all along. Maybe he doesn’t want to look me in the eye when he shoots me.



‘Please,’ I say, glancing back. ‘I need help. I can’t make it much further out there. Please just help me and then I’ll leave. I need to clean this wound and wrap it with a bandage that isn’t a shitty Walmart T-shirt before it gets infected.’



‘I don’t have any supplies.’ His voice breaks as he speaks. Is that his tell? Is he lying?



‘Bullshit. You’re telling me you’re out here, alone, with no first aid supplies?’



‘I am. Now step forward.’



‘How?’



‘Hop.’



‘Christ.’ I let out the annoyed sigh I’ve been holding in. Finally, I put my back against his wall and slowly, carefully, slide down.



‘What are you doing?’ he asks. I use my hands to brace myself as I scoot down the wall, being careful to keep my right leg up until my butt hits the floor. Then I lower it slowly



‘Shoot me if you want,’ I say. The pain’s excruciating, and at this stage of the game, what the hell’s the point any more? I survived the bug when better people didn’t. Better people like my little sister.



Now all that’s left is people like me. I focus again on the gun pointed at my chest, and the boy who’s holding it.



People like us, I guess.



‘But remember,’ I say. ‘If you do, you’re the one who has to carry me out of here.’



‘Get up.’ He points the gun right in my face.



Good. Then it’ll be over quickly.



‘I’d make a Dreamgirls reference and tell you I’m not going, but this doesn’t seem like the right audience for that.’ His silence and confused look prove my point. I let out a joyless laugh. ‘Just do it, dude.’



The idea of a quick death is actually starting to sound appealing. It lets me off the hook. No more guilt. Who knows what comes next – maybe a movie theatre that will show me all the watershed moments in this guy’s life that led to him shooting me – but even if what comes next is just darkness, it’s better than the pain. Better than being aware of how truly fucked everything is.



Still he doesn’t pull the trigger. I watch his face change from anger to fear.



He isn’t going to do it.



‘Get up.’ But his voice is wavering.



Wait. What’s that feeling in my gut? Is that … hope? Maybe I was wrong before about his eyes. They were frightened, not frightening.



‘I. Need. Help.’ All confrontation and fight have left him. I can see he doesn’t want to shoot me just as much as I don’t want him to. He’ll help me if I can convince him. ‘I’m alone,’ I say. ‘I have been for over five months. Please.’



He’s lowering the gun now.



‘Please,’ I beg him. ‘My name’s Andrew. I’m not infected and my last family member died five months ago. My sister. She was twelve years old. You’re the first person I’ve talked to since.’



The last part is a lie, but I don’t want to think about the Fosters. I look away from him as my eyes burn with tears.



‘Dammit,’ he says under his breath. He sets the gun against the back of the sofa and holds out a hand to me. ‘Come on.’



I take his hand and he helps me stand. My muscles tense; I take a breath so as not to cry out. As we pass the cabin door he slams it shut with his foot.



My mystery boy is strong and manages to do most of the work himself. We make our way over to a dining room off the living area. There’s a large wooden table with six chairs around it.



With his free hand, he flicks the switch by the doorway and the chandelier hanging above the table lights up.



He has electricity?



‘Hop up,’ he says, turning me around. I do as he says and push myself back on to the table. ‘I’ll be right back, wait here.’



‘Oh, OK, because I was thinking of making myself a sandwich.’ He looks back at me on his way out of the dining room, as though he doesn’t realise I’m joking. I open my mouth to apologise, but he speaks first.



‘Sucks for you, I’m all out of bread.’ As he leaves I swear I can see a smirk pulling at his cheeks.



Excuse me, new kid, having a post-apocalyptic sense of humour is my thing. But his joke manages to put me a little more at ease.



I throw my coat to the floor and look around at the cabin for the first time. A gun to the face, I’ve learned, tends to shut down one’s attention to detail. The fireplace is cold and empty. I would expect to see animal heads on the wall, a mounted big-mouth bass, a crocheted rug under the couch in the living room. Instead, the living room rug is white shag and the sofa is an oversized and expensive- looking grey leather number. There are two other leather chairs in the living area, and mounted above the fireplace is a sixty-inch TV covered in dust.



The dining room has no china cabinet or sideboard. Instead there are framed pictures on the walls, scattered in a way that makes it seem like whoever did it spent a lot of effort making it look effortless.



I look closer at the picture of a child and his mother at the beach. They’re both white, but the mother’s tan hints that they’ve been in the sun for a while. Lucky. Any time I tried to tan I just burned. It looks like the son is similar, as his skin is still fair and there’s an unabsorbed glob of sunscreen on his shoulder.



The mother has brown hair. She’s wearing red sunglasses and a white-and-navy striped bathing suit, and is holding a sun hat on her head, the brim pushed up by the wind.



The boy is no more than seven; his smile is wide and gapped with missing baby teeth. Freckles dust his nose and cheeks. He’s closing one of his eyes against the glare of the sun; the other is bright blue.



I recognise this boy, only ten years older.



The now-older boy enters the dining room with a small plastic box in his hands. He sets it down on the dining room table and looks over at the picture he caught me examining.



‘Is that your mom?’ I ask him.



He frowns and doesn’t answer.



‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m nosy. I’ll shut up.’



He pulls the lid off the white container and sets it on one of the chairs as he digs through medical supplies. My eyes go wide.



He doesn’t just have gauze and alcohol and antibacterial ointment. He has a small jar of burn gel, individually wrapped sterile syringes, cotton balls, peroxide, a few sterile scalpels, and instruments that I recognise from medical dramas that used to run on repeat before the bug.



Shit, maybe Tom Holland is here!



He unties the brown – formerly yellow – T-shirt from around my leg, then reaches down to the cuff of my jeans. He tries to pull it up, but the blood and damp weather have made the denim shrink and the jeans go no further. I breathe in deeply as pain shoots up my leg.



‘Don’t think jeans were a good choice today,’ he tells me.



‘This happened yesterday.’



‘Take them off.’



‘Shouldn’t you buy me dinner first?’ I ask. I don’t realise I’m going to say the joke until it’s already out. My face warms, but my embarrassment is short-lived as he finally lets his smirk grow into a smile.



I unbuckle my belt and pull my pants down to my knees, taking my left leg out first. He helps me with the right leg as we both pull at opposite sides so the denim doesn’t rub against my wound.



‘Jesus!’ His eyes go wide at what’s left of my calf. It’s the first time I’ve seen it without the jeans obstructing the view, and my stomach churns. He leaves the room, running to the kitchen, but I can’t pull my eyes away from my leg. My chest tightens and my arms and legs tingle with fear.



Things are worse than I thought.



It looks like raw meat. The back of my leg from just below my knee to the cuts from the trap is swollen and a beautiful shade of horrific purple. My left leg is dirty but about half the size of the right one.



The boy comes back with a small glass vial and a bottle of pills in one hand. In the other is a small leather- bound notebook, the pages of which are well-worn and yellowed. He sets the vial and pill bottle down on the table along with the book. I pick up the vial; it’s cold and filled with a clear liquid. The word bupivacaine is printed on the label. Whatever that means.



‘Where did you get this?’ I ask him, reaching for the bottle of pills.



The -illin suffix on the label tells me it’s antibiotics. Even post-apocalypse, those SAT prep courses weren’t such a waste after all.



He unwraps a sterile syringe and sticks it into the vial, filling the plastic tube and setting it on the table before getting up and heading back to the kitchen. ‘You aren’t allergic to penicillin or any antibiotics, are you?’ he calls out. I hear the sound of water pouring into a glass.



‘I don’t think so. How do I know?’ I ask.



He returns and hands me the glass and two pills. ‘I guess take it and find out.’



‘This won’t kill me, will it?’



‘If you’re allergic, yeah, probably.’



Great bedside manner, dude.



His eyes drift down to my leg. ‘But you said this happened yesterday, so if you don’t take them, the infection will definitely kill you. And it’ll be worse.’



He’s probably right. If it’s infected already and I do nothing, I’m dead. Do I have a choice? Yeah, I guess I just risk it, but … that hasn’t worked out so far. And amputation without anaesthesia – well, I hope even I don’t deserve that. I swallow the pills and drink all the water.



He picks up the syringe filled with the liquid from the vial he brought out.



‘What’s that do?’ I ask, still nervous. Why am I taking pills and medicine from a strange boy in the woods?



‘You’ll see.’ Before I can stop him, he sticks it in my leg and I howl out in pain. He pulls it out and sticks it in again, further down.



‘What are you doing?’ I scream.



‘Just a little more.’ He sticks me several more times, holding down my leg just above my knee while he does so. Tears are streaming down my face and I can hear my heart throbbing in my ears. I curse and scream until he finally stops.



He returns to the kitchen with the vial and used syringe. The burning in my leg begins to subside, but the memory still aches. The shriek of a tea-kettle comes from the kitchen and I glance to the doorway, my vision blurred by my tears.



He soon emerges with a large ceramic bowl, moving slowly and setting it down on the table.



‘You have a stove, too?’ I ask him.



‘I’ll show you later. How does your leg feel now?’



Numb. The leg pain is almost gone. My brain has gone back to focusing on the pain in my armpit from leaning on the crutch.



‘Fine,’ I say.



‘I wouldn’t say “fine”,’ he says, pulling a chair out and sitting down. He pulls the medical container over. ‘But at least you won’t have to bite a stick to deal with the pain while I stitch you up.’



He sets a few needles and black thread on the table and takes out the bottle of rubbing alcohol. He dips a washcloth in the hot water, wringing it out with one hand at a time, then sets it down on the table and waits in silence.



‘Still hot,’ he says, looking up at me.



‘Who are you? Some kind of kid doctor?’



He smiles his sad smile; it’s nothing like the grin he has in the pictures hanging on the wall. ‘Sorry.’ He holds out his hand, red from the hot water. ‘I’m Jamison.’



‘Andrew. Nice to meet you.’ We shake. His hands are warm and I’m jealous – it feels like I won’t ever be able to shake the cold from my bones. When he lets go, he pours alcohol into a cupped hand and then rubs them together.



Jamison picks up the hot towel and begins to clean the area around my wound. I flinch, expecting pain. But there is none.



Watching him clean my wounds, I’m immediately thankful that Jamison, Kid MD, gave me some kind of local anaesthetic. The white washcloth turns red-brown, but as he cleans the wounds, things don’t look so scary. Gross, but not scary.



‘So what happened?’ he asks. ‘A dog attack you?’



‘No.’ I shake my head and let out a groan. ‘It was a damn bear trap.’



Jamison shoots a look up at me as he continues cleaning. ‘You’re kidding.’



‘I’m not.’



His smirk returns. ‘It’s the apocalypse and you decide to make enemies with Wile E. Coyote.’



‘Seriously.’ I let out a sigh. ‘I had no idea people even used those things any more. I’m sure it was set up before the bug but, honestly, who sets a damn bear trap?’



‘How did it not cut your leg off?’ he asks, looking at the gashes.



‘Dumb luck?’ I tell him. ‘It didn’t snap all the way shut.’ I still don’t understand how the branch landed between the jaws of the trap and didn’t set it off. I barely even stepped on the trigger myself.



Jamison threads the needle. He douses it with alcohol and puts the needle to one of the wounds in my leg. ‘Any feeling coming back yet?’ he asks.



I shake my head and he slides the needle into my skin. I tense up at the sight but feel no pain.



‘It’s gonna be a pretty rough stitch job since the needle’s flat,’ he says, not looking away. ‘But it should help you heal faster.’



I watch as he pulls the thread tight on the first puncture. ‘Seriously, how do you know how to do this? Were you pre-med or something before the bug?’ Maybe he’s older and just looks young?



‘No,’ he says. ‘My mom taught me how to sew buttons on my shirts or fix a seam that busted. Same principle, right?’



I look back at the pictures on the wall. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jamison glance up at me, follow my gaze to the picture, then look back down at my leg. I don’t press the matter further.



‘Why’d you decide not to shoot me?’ I finally ask after he’s sewn up three of the six wounds in my leg. How is he so good when none of the rest of us survivors are?



He lets out a sigh. ‘I guess because … I don’t know.’ He shakes his head. ‘Probably because I’m too stupid to realise when I need to look out for myself.’



‘If that makes you stupid, it means I’m a hundred and fifty per cent dipshit.’



‘I figured out that part when you said you stepped in a damn bear trap.’



I laugh, and it feels like it’s the first time in months. Maybe it is.



He ties off the final stitch and wipes away the blood. Then he throws the wet towel back in the bowl of bloody water and holds out his hand to me.



‘Think you can walk? You can take a shower if you want.’



I stare at him. ‘Shower?’



‘Yeah. W— I have well water.’



I caught that almost-‘we’. So he’s alone. ‘Running water and electricity?’



‘And a hot water heater that runs on that electricity.’



My stomach does a flip with excitement. This place sounds amazing. I let myself think, just for a second, whether I could take it from him. After he didn’t shoot me, after he helped me, could I take this place? But that second is enough to make me feel sick.



‘You OK?’ Jamison asks.



‘Yeah. And yes, I would love to shower.’ Only the shower, then I’m gone.



I straighten my leg out in front of me and set the heel on the floor. The pain increases a touch, but it’s bearable.



I put a little more weight down. A little more pain.



A little more weight … and … not a little more pain. That’s good, right?



I put the rest of my weight down and make the second biggest mistake of my life.
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JAMISON

As soon as Andrew screams, it’s like time means nothing again. When he burst in, I flinched and almost shot him right there. But I couldn’t. My finger wouldn’t move. It was right on the trigger but it was like my hand was numb. Even when he told me he wasn’t leaving and I’d have to kill him, I couldn’t. Just like the deer I could never shoot when my mom tried to show me how to hunt. Like the animal traps that sit in the garage, unused. And it’s like the purple face of my mother. The burst blood vessels in her horrified eyes and the raspy breath. The sick and the smell and …



Andrew is screaming in agony on the floor. Maybe I did something wrong. He could be allergic to the antibiotics or the local anaesthetic and he’s having a cardiac episode … or whatever happens when people are allergic to those things. That’s not in my mom’s notebook.



Oh God. I just killed someone.



Or it could be a trick. He could be faking it, calling out to whoever is outside waiting for him. Waiting to take this place from us.



No, from me.



Because I’m all that’s left.



But this doesn’t sound like a trick. He sounds like he’s in pure agony. I drop down to the floor next to him.



‘What hurts?’ I shout over him. ‘Can you tell me what’s wrong?’



Tears stream down his red face. He’s pulled his leg up, holding it by his thigh. There’s no more blood on his wounds but … oh no. I move around his leg and put my hands on his knee. He flinches and grabs one of my wrists, managing to grunt out, ‘No, don’t!’



‘OK, OK.’ I put my hands up. ‘But let’s try to get you on the couch. Just hold your leg out straight and don’t let it hit anything.’



He does as I say and I slip my arms under his to lift him up. The smell of dirt, sweat and body odour stab at my nostrils. I manage to carry him to the couch in the living room, and he lowers his right leg carefully, letting out several quick breaths.



‘You OK?’ I ask, but it sounds stupid. Of course he’s not.



He opens his eyes and gives a fake smile. ‘Stunning.’ Though he still looks like he’s in pain, he’s making jokes again. That’s gotta be good.



I dart back to the dining room to grab my mom’s notebook. The pages look like nonsense because my mind won’t quiet itself. I can’t do this. It’s all way too much.



‘What is that?’ Andrew’s voice snaps me from my thoughts.



‘A book.’



He sounds fascinated. ‘Oh! We don’t have these … what do you call them? Boops? Up north.’



I give him a frown because there’s no way I’m letting him have a smile off that awful joke.



‘Right,’ he says. ‘I’m the one with the busted leg. ’K, I’ll shut up now.’



‘It’s a notebook. My mom was a doctor and this is the notebook she started writing after everything … When things got bad.’



‘She wrote it for you,’ he says. His eyes are focused on me and they look sad. Because he knows that she wrote it thinking she wouldn’t survive the superflu. Which she was right about.



‘Yes.’ I bring my attention back to the book. ‘When it got bad in the city, when the hospital became overwhelmed and the shipments of medicine stopped and they realised no one was surviving the flu, she started grabbing supplies. Everyone did … the doctors, nurses, custodial staff. And it wasn’t long before …’



I trail off because he knows what happened. The refrigerated trucks for the bodies, the mass unmarked graves that couldn’t be dug or filled fast enough. And no one in power doing anything to help or stop it. They just kept trying to force everyone to go about life as usual. To get back to the idea of normal.



It was as if no one learned anything from the other viruses that came before. Spanish flu, Hong Kong flu, Ebola, HIV and AIDS, swine flu, and more recently Covid. All the diseases the news used to compare this virus to when nothing was like this. They thought civilisation would be fine because it was before. The world gave us warnings but they went unheeded. At the cost of everything.



Here, we didn’t even try a mandatory quarantine like the Netherlands or a lockdown like in France and Spain. Everyone was full-on Live Free or Die in America. And so they did.



I decide to change the subject. ‘I think your leg might be broken. But …’



‘But what?’



I broke my arm when I was ten. It was bent at a weird angle and his leg doesn’t look like that. Swollen, yes. Bruised, absolutely. But I didn’t notice any bumps that would indicate the bone snapped. Though he did step in a bear trap. I flip to the front of the book, where my mother wrote the acronym RICE: rest, ice, compression, elevation. Rest, ice and elevation he could do. But the ACE bandages are out in the shed with some other supplies, so compression might have to wait.



‘The sun’s going down. You OK to stay put until tomorrow?’



No, Jamie, shut up! He can’t stay here; he’s a stranger who could kill me and take everything.



Andrew’s face lights up. ‘On this comfy couch? Hell yeah.’ Then his smile drops. ‘Why are you helping me, Jamison?’



Do no harm. It was my mother’s catch-all for ‘be nice to people’. And now I can picture her giving me that Jamison-what-did-I-tell-you? look. I’m helping him because it’s the right thing to do. Although the world’s different now. The right thing to do might change from person to person. Andrew’s right thing might be to kill me while my back is turned.



‘I guess I just hope you’d do the same for me.’



His eyes drop away from mine, so maybe he wouldn’t. Then something comes to me.



‘Oh! Hold on.’



Andrew jumps, his attention returning to me, but I’m already out of the room, heading down the hall towards the linen closet. I move the sheets so I can see the safe I hid on the back of the top shelf – where even my five-foot-eight mother couldn’t reach it – and enter the code. The first thing I see when the door swings open is the dark outline of the handgun that makes me so nervous. I push it aside and take out the large orange pill bottle.



Back in the living room, I shake out two pills and hold them out to Andrew.



‘What are these?’ he asks, taking them from me and holding them in his palm.



‘Painkillers. The good ones.’



Andrew looks back to the hallway. ‘Why weren’t they with your other supplies?’



Because my mom tore the house apart looking for them when the vomiting started. She knew what was coming. It’s usually the fever that kills, but everything before that is pure agony.



My mom was trying to avoid all that pain, so she told me what we would do if we got sick. Take as many of the painkillers as we could stomach and drift off to sleep. But I kept thinking what would happen if we were different from the other victims of the superflu; immune or just lucky. They were saying a virus this deadly could mutate to become less lethal as infection went on.



I didn’t want her to give up, and I didn’t want to be alone. So I hid them. In the tank of the toilet, first. It was a sick kind of irony that she was throwing up so close to them for so long, all the way up until she couldn’t get out of bed. Then I put them in the safe.



I tell Andrew a lie, because he doesn’t need to know everything that happened before he came here. ‘My mom kept them there. Probably doctor training or something. I’ll get you some water and ice for your leg.’



I head into the kitchen – cutting through the dining room and picking up the empty glass I gave him – but he calls out, ‘It’s OK, Jamison! I can dry swallow them.’



Great, so he can choke to death on the horse pills and I’ll have to carry another dead body out to the firepit. The thought threatens to rain sadness on whatever brightness Andrew’s presence brings. Having him here is giving me something to do other than count my food and worry about hunting.



When I get to the living room the pills are gone, but I still hand him the glass and a towel and a two-gallon-size ziplock bag of ice. He looks at the water, then places it on the coffee table. I tell him to wrap the bag in the towel and lay his leg on top. He winces as he does so, but doesn’t howl in pain.



‘I should probably make some dinner. You’re supposed to take those with food. I’ll get you some sweats to put on, too.’



‘Jamison, wait.’



I turn back and he is leaning up on his elbows. He motions his head towards the door.



‘Can you grab my pack for me?’



I pick up the backpack and bring it over to him, letting him search through it. He pulls out some dirty clothes and sets them in his lap, along with a pack of Band-Aids, a dirty toothbrush, toothpaste, a small Nalgene of water and a lighter.



‘Here we go.’ He takes out three cans one by one and hands them over to me. Garbanzo beans, olives and vegetable soup.



‘No, this is your food, you keep it.’



‘You help me, I help you. And since I don’t have medical training, this is what you get. Oh … and these.’



He reaches back in and I realise that must be where his gun is. My heart leaps into my throat, but my hands are full. He handed over the cans to distract me so I couldn’t fight back.



Instead he pulls out three books and holds them out to me. I set the cans on the back of the couch and look at the books. The first cover is worn and has an old cruise ship on the front. It’s called The Voyage Out and it’s by Virginia Woolf. I’ve heard of her but not the book.



The next book in the stack is The Shining by Stephen King. This one I’ve heard of. Saw the movie, never read the book. And finally there’s a worn, spiral-bound road atlas.



‘Food and stories,’ I say.



‘Isn’t that all you need?’

I finish making dinner – just a soup with canned vegetables – and bring it out to him. We sit in silence as we eat. As I eat. Andrew hasn’t taken a bite yet. He locks eyes with me.



‘Hot,’ he says, blowing on the bowl.



‘Sorry.’



‘Don’t be,’ he says. ‘This will be the first hot meal I’ve had in a while.’ But he’s looking at the soup like it’s a bowl full of spiders. ‘How is everything still working?’



I swallow a mouthful of soup. ‘You mean the electric?’



‘I meant the water park down the street – it’s winter, what the eff, guys?’ I’m starting to think Andrew will never not make a joke. ‘But yes, that, too. You said it’s well water, but aren’t hot water heaters natural gas?’



‘There’s no gas lines out here. Everything’s electric. We used to come out for holidays. A bad thunderstorm in the summer could knock out the power for days. A snowstorm in the winter might do the same. Driving three hours here a few times only to discover we didn’t have power was enough to give my mom a personal vendetta against nature.’



Andrew laughs and blows on a spoonful of soup.



‘So she spent a shitload to change the roof tiles to solar, and there’s a battery backup that stores excess power.’



The last time we drove out here, I started wondering if my mom had sensed all this coming. Like she had some intuition that the world would eventually be wiped out by a plague and we’d have to survive out here on our own. That’s why she taught me how to hunt. Or tried to teach me how to hunt.



Before the superflu, coming out here felt like another home, an annexe of what we had in Philly. Coming out here this final time felt different, as if, because we were leaving our home in Philly for ever, it severed the connection to this place. And now this place is just that. A place. It feels wrong.



‘Three hours?’ Andrew says, and eats a spoonful of soup. ‘Where was that from?’



‘Philadelphia. Where were you from?’



‘Connecticut.’



‘You walked all the way down here from Connecticut?’



He nods and looks back at the soup as if he isn’t sure he wants to eat any more. But then he does and says, ‘Winter was really bad up there. So the first nice day in January, I left.’



‘You said you were alone for five months.’ It’s March.



‘I did, you are correct.’ There’s something in his voice that makes it sound as if there’s more to the story, but I let him leave it there.



We finish dinner in silence. He still looks uncomfortable, so I ask how his leg is as I take the bowl from him. He looks at it, bites his lip, then looks up at me.



‘I’m going to be honest with you, Jamison. I …’ He pauses and reaches under the cushions of the sofa.



Shit. Did he hide a gun while I was in the kitchen?



He holds out two pills. ‘… didn’t take the pills you gave me.’



‘You … Why not?’



‘Because I thought you were trying to kill me?’



I glance down at the bowls in my hands. ‘Is that why you wouldn’t eat the soup at first?’



He scrunches up his face like a kid who just got caught in a lie. ‘Kinda, yeah.’



I can’t help but smile. I almost laugh. Almost. Apparently, we both think the other is trying to kill us at all times.



‘You do remember that time, about two hours ago, when I held a gun on you, right? I could have killed you then.’ Even though that’s a lie. He doesn’t know I couldn’t do it. Or that as long as I’ve had that gun on the other side of the room, I’ve never been able to pull the trigger when it’s facing a living creature. Paper targets are fine, but anything with a heartbeat … ‘I promise not to kill you if you promise not to kill me,’ I offer.



Andrew picks up the glass of water. ‘Best deal I’ve made all apocalypse.’ Then he downs the pills. I smile and head into the kitchen to clean the dishes.



When I get back to the living room, the sun has gone down. I light two candles and set them out on the side tables next to the couch and chair.



Andrew’s barely awake. When I ask if he’s OK, he gives me a grunt. Maybe the pain meds were a good idea. He’ll be knocked out long enough for me to sleep without worrying about him getting up to murder me. I think he’s being honest, but I can’t be complacent. Who knows if his promises are worth anything.



Andrew’s soft snores fill the silence. I call out to him quietly but he’s fully passed out now. I reach for the Virginia Woolf book and am flipping through it when something falls out on to my lap.



It’s a thin piece of paper ripped from what looks like a handwritten address book. It reads: Marc and Diane Foster. 4322 Leiper Street, Alexandria, VA, 22314. Their phone number’s listed as well, but that isn’t much use now.



I watch Andrew sleep, wondering why he would have something from an address book. My mother had one, but she never even used it. Most people used their phones to store that info.



I put the piece of paper on the table, closer to him, so he’ll see it when he wakes. I open the book one more time and begin to read.
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ANDREW

When I wake, sun is flooding the living room. There’s a fire roaring in the fireplace. I stretch out on the couch and a burst of pain from my leg makes me gasp.



There’s a blanket on me.



Jamison gave me a blanket while I was passed out. My face warms, but I notice he isn’t in the living room with me.



I sit up and something on the coffee table catches my eye. The address I’ve been carrying around for weeks is there, next to my books. It must have fallen out when I was going through my bag. I grab it and stuff it quickly into the pockets of the sweatpants Jamison gave me last night.



‘Jamison?’ I call out.



‘You can call me Jamie.’



I startle at his disembodied voice and wince again at the pain in my leg. I sit up a little more and see him sitting on the floor near the front door. There’s a new, bigger tub of what looks like medical supplies that was absolutely not here last night. Jamie is tying a large piece of foam rubber to the top of the branch I had been using as a crutch.



Seriously, where is he getting this shit? Is there a Joann Fabrics in his backyard? You know what? I’m not even going to ask. He’s got electricity, water and a fridge – of course he has foam rubber, too. He probably got it from his neighbour, Tom Holland. At least his padding is better than a T-shirt. I want to make a drag queen joke about padding but I know it will go over his head.



All my good material is wasted on this kid.



‘Why are you lurking behind the couch?’



He stops tying and turns his attention to me. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. You were saying you enjoyed having hard wood dig into your armpit?’



Does he not hear himself? Are straight boys immune to innuendo?



Like I said. Good material. Wasted.



‘Looks great. As you were.’



Jamie goes back to the foam and I can’t help but smile as I watch him work. The muscles in my cheeks ache at being used so often for the first time in months.



Wake up, smile: the apocalypse has provided a cute boy to nurse us back to health.



Jamie has a look about him that just doesn’t match his personality. He’s big, both tall and wide. I watch his hands as they move; they’re large but somehow delicate. He doesn’t look up at me once while he works, so I stare at him freely. Even with his face turned down, I can see his handsome features.



He shouldn’t be helping me. He’s like so many guys I’ve known from school who picked on people like me.



But that isn’t him. There isn’t that defensiveness about him that there was with other guys our age. The ones who worry that if they get too close they might catch the gay. One guy told me that once and I looked him up and down, pointed at myself and said, ‘You couldn’t catch this gay if you had tickets to Hamilton.’



He kneed me in the balls and pushed me into the mud. But then I got the satisfaction of telling everyone his knees touched gay balls – through two layers of clothes, and everyone knows the gay spreads even faster through natural fabrics.



‘OK,’ Jamie finally says, shaking me from my thoughts. He stands and leans the crutch against the wall. ‘So, about your leg.’



‘We should just cut it off, right?’



He gives a lopsided grin and takes the notebook his mother wrote for him and flips through it. ‘We could try something less drastic first?’



Jamie holds out the open book and I take it. There’s a horrible drawing of a person with a bent arm – Jamison’s mom was not an artist – and the acronym RICE next to it. Rest, ice, compression, elevation.



I gasp. ‘Rest, Jamie? Seems a little extreme, doesn’t it?’ But it sounds amazing. Rest. I feel like I haven’t rested since …



Jamie nods. ‘You’re right, I’ll go get the hacksaw.’



I give him a polite chuckle and start flipping through the notebook. At the front are several journal entries from early last June. That was when everyone kept saying, ‘It’s just a summer flu! People die from the flu all the time!’ Apparently, Jamison’s mom knew something was up. At the end of one entry on June 29, underlined in her barely legible handwriting, it says: 107 dead in one day!



I assume that’s just at her hospital. Because by August they weren’t able to keep up with the number of dead. By the time the internet went down, there were estimates that almost 178 million people were dead in the US alone. Over half the country. Less than seven months from the first reports of mass bird deaths in Croatia, Nepal and Guyana in mid-May to the bug wiping out any semblance of civilisation in November.



Who knew it would take longer to gestate a tiny human than to destroy the world?



I flip through further, the entries getting increasingly worse before they end abruptly in August. After that it’s just medical texts and notes addressed to Jamie. There’s a table of calculations for medicine, giving the correct dosage per pound; diagrams of splints for arms, legs, fingers and toes. I come to a stop in the last quarter of the book. Brown speckles litter the pages and some of the handwriting is smeared with it.



Blood.



Jamison’s mom was still writing when the bug got her. I flip a few more pages and the blood spatters get larger. The handwriting gets more difficult to read. Then the pages go abruptly blank.



‘This is pretty incredible,’ I say, flipping back to a less morbid page – small diagrams of an appendectomy? Christ, Dr Jamison’s mom had a lot of faith in her boy, didn’t she?



‘I wish my parents were doctors. My dad didn’t leave any “accounting for the end of the world” books behind and all my mother left me was a sense of humour.’



I try to smile, to show off that sense of humour, as I hand the book back to Jamie.



‘I think your leg might be broken, which would make sense, it being caught in a bear trap and everything. But we can’t exactly be sure without an X-ray, which my mom did not take from the hospital.’



‘Very short-sighted on her part, if I may say.’



Jamie holds a hand out to me. ‘Here, we should do this on the floor.’



I bite back another innuendo – See? Wasted – and let him help me off the couch. This time his hands are cold and mine are warm.



He helps me over to the floor, where, less than twenty-four hours ago, I sat down and decided to let him shoot me. Insert Paul-Rudd-Look-at-Us GIF.



Oh man, I hope Paul Rudd survived the bug.



There’s a pile of clean clothes and a large bowl of soapy water on the floor next to a small pile of bandages. At my look, Jamie blushes.



‘Right, so since you didn’t get to shower last night, I thought you might want to wash up before we wrap your leg. Also, that’s probably how you’ll need to clean yourself for the next few weeks until you can put weight on it.’



I groan. ‘That’s right, you have a hot water heater.’ The idea of a shower sounds delightful right now.



He motions to the bowl. ‘I guess this is the next best thing? Anyway, I’ll wait outside for you. Just call out when you’re finished.’



After he leaves me – taking the tub of supplies back out to the shed with him – I take way too long to undress, and by the time I do, the soapy water is cool. I work quickly, scrubbing away at my skin until the water is cloudy and I smell less like an apocalyptic dumpster. Then I pull on the clothes Jamie set out and call him.



He returns and takes my dirty clothes and the bowl into the kitchen. When he gets back he crouches next to me and asks me to lift my leg up. I do as he says and he pulls the leg of the sweatpants up to my knee.



‘OK, you can lower it again.’ His eyes are on the stitch job he did last night. My leg is still swollen. He places a gentle hand on my knee and warmth explodes across my body. My cheeks burn and I swallow hard.



He’s the first person who’s touched me in … I have no idea how long. The bug ruined hugging and all touching in general. This feels so … not weird but … wrong. And also right.



‘Are you OK?’ he asks.



Absolutely not. ‘Yeah.’



‘I’m going to touch your leg, but I promise I won’t press down. Just tell me if anything hurts.’



‘Uh-huh.’



He puts his hands on either side of my leg and my body heats up. His hands move down from my knee to my shin, slowly, his fingers gliding over the hairs of my legs – which are very clearly standing on end. He raises his hands away when he gets near the stitches and my skin feels like it’s trying to reach back out for him. Begging for that touch again. I almost gasp when his fingertips return.



My hands tremble and I clench my fists in an attempt to hide it.



I glance at Jamie, his full attention on my leg. Thank God. At least he doesn’t notice my reaction.



He makes a ‘hmmph’ sound.



‘What?’ I ask.



‘Most of the swelling is at your calf, not your shin.’ He takes his hand away and grabs the notebook. I shiver as my body immediately cools and I wish he was touching me again.



‘What does that mean?’ I ask.



He finds whatever page he’s looking for in the book. ‘Your … fibula might be broken.’ I give him a confused look. ‘The thinner bone next to the big one that makes up your shin.’ He spins the notebook, where there’s a very clearly traced skeleton form with the major bones labelled in Jamie’s mom’s handwriting.
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