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For my mom and dad.


Thank you for sharing your stories with me, and for always listening to mine.










PART I



THE ITCH


Everyone has a story about the infection. When you tell your story, it goes like this.


It started in your fingers, the itch. A tingling like when your hand falls asleep. It traveled up your forearms and down your back in a shiver of foreboding or excitement.


When they started trying to examine women like you, they always asked when it started. You couldn’t say what started it, exactly. But you do know the itch started sometime after you lost the baby.


Four months into living with your romantic-minded, fidgety boyfriend, you lost the baby in a loosening of blood. You were sleeping when it happened, but the sensation woke you up. You thought it would feel like a punch in your gut. Instead, it was the feeling of a fist unclenching. It felt like relief.


You stayed in bed until he went to work at the garage that always left his fingers black with oil and his body smelling of gasoline. By the time you got up and took the sheets off to wash them, it had already seeped into the seams of the mattress, lined the bed in red.


You sat in the shower afterward, the water on so hot it scalded your skin. You’re not okay, you repeated to yourself. You wanted to make yourself cry, but you couldn’t. At first, you told yourself it wasn’t a choice. But then you wondered, in the blinding light of your relief, if maybe it was. A choice but not a choice. Like breathing. Like letting the light in and the life out.


After you told him you lost the baby that evening, you went to work at Dairy Queen. At least there you didn’t have to see his face, so shattered and raw and somehow betrayed. But those nights, alone at the Dairy Queen, you started to feel not so alone after all. You felt as if you were being watched, as if the silent space were crowded with the voices of people you’d known and people you would never meet. It wasn’t a presence exactly, but an atmosphere, like the air before a storm, porous and unstable. You felt that atmosphere in the way you would sometimes recognize someone you didn’t know or dream about something before it happened.


You’d heard rumors about it by then, the infection. That girls in nearby Fayetteville were scratching themselves raw, were disappearing in the night. But when it happened to you, it felt different. It felt as natural as breathing, as inevitable as a blink. It came over you slow, night after night at the Dairy Queen, as you watched the thick television set that was drilled into the corner of the counter. At seven, it always played an old cowboy movie.


Westward! the tanned hero proclaimed. Always westward!


He rode off into a sunset of brilliant Technicolor, his chin lifted high toward the horizon. His body was his own, a wild thing that went where it wanted, did what it wanted, when it wanted. Did he never think about who he was leaving behind? you wondered. What would that be like? To have an untamed body that no one could control? You could be anyone. Anyone, or no one.


Night after night you stared into the darkness and listened to peppered gunshots, climactic crescendos, and his voice, which became many voices, all chanting: Westward! Westward! Always westward!


You whispered it to yourself then, how you wanted to leave him. One day, you told yourself, you would leave him. You would leave his romantic daydreaming, so effusive it often suffocated you. You would leave the cold way he sometimes looked at you, like after the baby, like all the light inside of him suddenly went out. You would leave the way he touched you, too hard, with just a little too much nail. Like he was trying to reach deep inside you, or maybe tear you apart.


Years later, after you left, after you were killed, after the infection had swept the nation, they’d say that since 1973, when the infection truly began to spread, seven hundred thousand girls in the United States went missing. But you knew this would happen all along. You’ve always just been one of many. Or, maybe, many have been one with you.










CHAPTER ONE



AIMEE


For most people, 1973 was the year the Westward Women began their migration. But for Aimee Wallace, it was the year no one came to her college graduation.


She sat on a faux-wood lawn chair, sinking into the soft earth of the University of Maryland’s football field. The sky was startlingly blue above her: bright and clear and perfect. But last night’s storm had left the air feeling thick. It smelled of rich mud and tinny metal. And it was hot. Whenever she moved, the sweat slipped down her sternum onto her stomach, where she was sure it blossomed too visibly against the pale pink of her dress.


“Today, as we celebrate all your fine accomplishments,” said the university president in his starched gray suit, “our thoughts and prayers are with the families of those who can’t be with us.”


Aimee joined the others in looking around at the rest of the graduating class. The number of empty chairs was noticeable. It left the rest of them looking like a smattering of crumbs against the chemical green of the grass. The detritus from some party long over.


Nearly these same words had been spoken at the last four graduations, but back then, the president was referring to those whose family or friends had gone to fight in the Vietnam War, or the boys themselves who’d gone and never come back. Now, it was girls who were missing. The infection—which they believed was fungal—was still new enough to make it feel like the world was ending. Five or so months since it got bad enough for people to take notice in the US. They said it was starting in other places, too, but America was the hotbed, the place where it bred and festered and grew beyond containment.


College campuses were hit especially hard since the infection seemed to target women who were sixteen to thirty-five. All those young women living in one place. A powder keg, they said on the news. Aside from their westward migration, no one knew quite what happened to infected women once they disappeared. Sometimes, they were never heard from again. Sometimes, they survived it, although doctors still couldn’t determine what cured them, exactly. And sometimes, their bodies were found. Crumpled like tissues, dotting the coastline or slouched behind buildings or sprawled across park benches. As far as anyone could figure, it was never the infection itself that killed them. It was whatever the infection drove them to do. Aimee’d heard doctors on the news say that once the infection spread to the brains, they short-circuited. They’d get into trucks with dangerous men; attack each other in fits of rage; keep walking west until they walked straight into the Pacific Ocean, their arms ravaged with scratch marks from the itching, their eyes staring ahead, unblinking, pupils blown out so big their gazes went pitch black.


Aimee’d considered going home, after it started. But she’d only had a few months of school left. She’d stayed mostly in her room—not hard, since she wasn’t that close with anyone at school. She’d gone from class to her boardinghouse to class again. She’d tried not to breathe too deeply.


“In the last month, the world has become more uncertain than ever before. So, as you leave us, remember to keep your families close, to find stable ground to stand on, and to remain diligent to those for whom you are responsible.”


The irony of this speech was not lost on Aimee as she felt the absence of her own family in the audience. It wasn’t the first time in her life her parents had had more important things to do than pay attention to her. As the president droned on, it wasn’t his voice Aimee was hearing but her mother’s. She’d called Aimee on the rotary phone in the boardinghouse kitchen a week ago to say she wasn’t coming.


“Things are too busy at the hospital right now,” she’d said, her voice scratchy and crackled through the phone. “Girls are coming in with new cases every day, but we can’t hold them here against their will. Not yet, anyway. The doctors are starting to prescribe them sedatives, but mostly it’s hard to tell it’s coming on before it’s too late.”


Aimee’s mother, Betty, was a nurse in Gibsonia, Pennsylvania, and her father, Gerald, was an entomologist at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History. Before the spread started, his job had been the centerpiece of their lives: his research the topic of dinner table conversation, his schedule the one they planned around for family vacations. Now, with the new infection officially recognized by the CDC, Aimee suspected those priorities had shifted. She knew her mom’s job was harder than ever, especially since the infection was still new enough that they had no idea how it spread, what cured it, even how to treat it. But still. Couldn’t she spare a weekend for her daughter’s graduation? And Aimee knew her father would never go anywhere without Betty managing it for him. Which meant he was out, too.


Despite all this, Aimee’d thought maybe they’d surprise her. Maybe she’d show up at the ceremony and they’d be there, looking slightly better than they did in her memory. Her father would be distracted, like always, but he would still be there with his placid smile. And her mother would talk too much, like she always did, about the cats and the thermostat that never worked and the men who had come to test the well water in their backyard. But she would be there, too, and they’d laugh about how Aimee’d ever thought they would miss this.


Aimee’s lawn chair inched down in the storm-wettened earth. Maybe she could just disappear, sink into the mud underfoot or dissolve into the thick air, and no one would notice. It wasn’t a new feeling, exactly. She was good at being the one who showed up when no one else did. As always, as soon as a rip of anger started in her chest, she sewed it up, tight.


Accommodating Aimee, Ginny’s voice echoed in Aimee’s mind. Always doing what other people tell her to.


Ginny had been Aimee’s best friend for so long now it was impossible for Aimee not to imagine whatever Ginny would say. Aimee always thought of them as two sides of one coin. They were opposites and yet so a part of the same entity, she couldn’t imagine existence without her.


Fuck them, she imagined Ginny continuing. It’s time to celebrate. Congratulations, darling. You’re the smartest.


As if she, too, hadn’t failed to show up.


As soon as a smattering of applause ended the ceremony, Aimee knew what she had to do. She thwacked her way over the field and walked straight across campus, cutting through McKeldin Mall. The quad was uncannily silent, especially after the draft protests that had crammed the lawn just a year ago. Throngs of students, men and women both, open-mouthed, screaming. Breathing one another’s air like a single organism, pulsing forward whenever anyone left the university president’s office. All that rage, all that fear, slashing her vision with each whip of a red-blazing sign.


So different from how fear felt now. Dense, closed off, suffocating. Now, even the birds seemed determined to remain still. If it wasn’t for the ambient smell of pot souring the air, Aimee would have thought she was looking at a recruitment brochure of campus, rather than walking through it herself.


Beyond campus, on Baltimore Avenue, the atmosphere changed. Groups of students walked in tight clusters, their bell-bottoms flapping against each other, hurrying to wherever they were going without making eye contact. Before turning down Knox, Aimee spotted two girls about her age splayed against a bus stop bench. Their limbs were loose, their bodies lax, their hair greasy and tangled. They looked up as she passed, but even as their wide eyes followed her, it seemed like they were staring beyond her, staring into nothing. Aimee shivered and picked up the pace. Those were some of the infected girls. The “Westward Women,” as people on the news called them now, waiting for a bus to take them who knew where. They looked a little like the hitchhiking hippies had, before the infection, when she’d started college in ’69. But their eyes were more vacant, their movements more rubbery. She moved faster, as if the air they were breathing could hurt her. Maybe it could.


The boardinghouse must have once been red but now it was peach, the paint rubbed off by rain and wind and time. Three boys with long curls lounged on the front porch with their shirts off, their chests shallow and ribbed. They didn’t have anything to worry about. As far as anyone could tell, it was only women who caught the infection. The boys didn’t take any notice of Aimee as she bounded up the steps, skipping the one with the rotten wood, and slipped out of her graduation robe. The boardinghouse was technically all girls, but these boys were always there, wilted but unmovable, like the lichen doctors now said grew in the dark crevices of women’s bodies. They might have been visiting someone or just marking the rambling front porch as their property. With fewer women around, the men were bolder. But then again, these kinds of boys had always been good at planting themselves somewhere like they belonged in a way Aimee both hated and envied.


Once inside, Aimee went straight for the kitchen she normally shared with twenty-five other girls, most of them younger than her. The room smelled of damp compost, and she avoided looking into the stained garbage can where she was sure molding food festered. Plates were piled up to the spicket in the sink. Now that girls had started disappearing, none of Aimee’s housemates cared for their shared spaces anymore. Aimee had the immediate desire to clean the dishes, to stack them neatly in their places on the shelves. It was an impulse she’d carried over from home where piles of plates would collect on her father’s desk, and she would move them without him noticing. It was her way of being helpful, a well-meaning but thankless tendency she’d picked up from her mother.


She dragged a stool over to the wall that held the yellow rotary phone. It was the only phone in the house, and normally she’d have to wait her turn. But today, everyone was either at graduation or long gone to somewhere no one could find them. She perched herself on top of her stool, lifted the receiver, and spun in the only number other than her parents’ she’d known by heart her whole life.


After three dull rings, just as Aimee was beginning to dread the emptiness of no response, someone picked up.


“Hi, Ms. Taylor,” Aimee said. “Is Ginny around?”


Pam Taylor was Aimee’s father’s coworker at the museum, and she and her daughter had been Aimee’s next-door neighbors her whole life. Ginny and Aimee had, consequently, been best friends for over a decade. Fire and water, their mothers would call them: Ginny always setting any situation on fire, Aimee always putting it out. But the fact was, even though Ginny could be difficult, nothing ever felt completely pleasurable—or completely real—until Aimee’d shared it with her friend.


As soon as Pam spoke, Aimee knew today’s call would be different.


“Aimee?” Pam said. She said Aimee’s name with a crack in it. She said it like it was broken.


“Yeah, it’s me,” Aimee said. Already her voice was softening; already she was trying to comfort. Even though an impossible cold was working its way up her arms, into her blood. “Ms. Taylor, is something wrong?”


But Aimee didn’t need her to say it. She already knew.


“She’s gone,” Pam said. “Ginny’s gone.”


“When?” Aimee said. Her body was still, calm, like a duck above water. But underneath, she was already kicking, her mind whirling. The doctors debated how long it took the infection to overtake a body and a mind, trap it in cobwebs so thick there was no escape. They said it depended on the person. But they also said the average was two weeks.


“I thought she was just sleeping late,” Pam said in a whimper. “I didn’t check on her until noon. I should have checked sooner. Maybe we could have stopped her. Maybe we could have at least seen where she was going.”


Aimee tried to listen. She tried to say the things she knew Pam needed to hear. That was how it always went, after all. Ginny would make a mess, and Aimee would clean it up. But this time, it was different. This time, Ginny was in real danger. And all Aimee could hear was Ginny’s voice the last time they’d talked on the phone, just a few days ago.


I know it’s a shitty time to say it, but sometimes I just think I gotta get out of this place, she’d said. Her voice had been so normal: deep and seductive, husky and blasé. The city is no good for me, you know? I get home and I start boozing and smoking. Aims, I’ve been eating bad things like steak and hot chili. Can you imagine my indigestion right now? My body’s saying fuck you.


Aimee had just laughed, had told her to stop being nasty.


What? Ginny had said, no hint of a laugh in her voice. Don’t be a prude. It’s the human body.


But something had indeed been festering, growing, expanding in that body. And now, Ginny was gone.


“It’s the infection,” Pam said now. “There weren’t any signs. I mean, maybe there were. But you know Ginny. She was just acting like herself.”


When they were little, Ginny’d shoplifted lipstick at Gimbels that she didn’t even like, just to do it. She’d made out with boys she didn’t have any interest in just because she was curious what they tasted like. She’d snuck out to parties she’d said she didn’t want to go to, only to slip into bed beside Aimee later that night, rank with pot and alcohol, and curl herself inside Aimee’s own curled body, like a baby who needed swaddling. She was never settled, never satisfied. But she always came home again.


Now, of course, she wouldn’t. When it came to the infection, they all knew that most who left never came back.


Pam cried. It shouldn’t have shocked Aimee, but it did. Unlike Aimee’s own mother, Pam never cried. She had eyes like steel and held tension in her body like it was a resting position. Even worse, instead of feeling gutted, a wave of disgust passed over Aimee. Maybe, she thought, this disgust was what Ginny had experienced, too, just before she’d left. The sudden, visceral need to get away from this sound, this feeling of another person’s need that glommed on to her like spit.


“I’ve got to go,” she told Pam, terser than she meant to. She made up for it by adding, “I’ll be home soon.”


Aimee hung up. Without the receiver sweating against her ear, she heard laughter from the boys on the porch drifting in through the open door, just an echo by the time it reached her. They sounded like they were having fun. They sounded carefree in a way that made Aimee profoundly angry. She pushed her back against the kitchen wall. The weight of Ginny’s absence, of Pam’s distress, sank into her shoulders. She thought about how different she felt when Ginny was around: that way the world tilted, became lighter; how her body turned soft-edged, a plastic bag catching on the breeze, willing to be carried wherever. But without Ginny, she looked at the bright blue sky filtered through the unwashed window above the sink and thought about how unreachable it seemed.


Sitting alone in that rank kitchen, Aimee knew she should be scared for Ginny. And a part of her—a deep and yet distant part—was. But she couldn’t help also feeling like a dejected rag doll Ginny had played with and left behind. A button eye hanging by a loose thread, a seam busted in her side. The anger welled in her belly until she folded it up tight and shoved it into a corner of herself where she wouldn’t have to look at it, where she could still control it. Because part of her had always known that this was how it was between them: Ginny was always going to be the one who left, and Aimee the one who stayed.










CHAPTER TWO



EVE


Eve ordered another Schlitz and a shot of whiskey. The place was dive-y and the lighting bad, tinged neon from the Budweiser sign above her head. It gave her normally tan skin a pallid glow in the mirror facing her behind the bar. Her face had a haunted gauntness to it instead of its normal delicacy. She hadn’t been looking good, if she was being honest, since she’d been fired. Today, it was obvious she hadn’t showered, her long, black hair greasy at the roots. But given whom she was meeting, maybe that was good. Better, actually.


Behind her, pool balls clapped together and rolled across soft felt. A jukebox record turned over and Fleetwood Mac’s “Future Games” started playing, low and hypnotic. The bartender—a man with a stomach busting out of his flannel button-down—slid her the drinks in exchange for a wilted bill.


Eve checked her watch. It was half an hour after they’d agreed to meet. Of course, it wasn’t like these girls were known for being punctual. But what if she didn’t show up at all? Then Eve had nothing. Every editor she’d sent her most recent piece to had told her the same thing: everyone already knew the Westward Women existed. There wasn’t anything special about her story. If she couldn’t find an angle, they wouldn’t take it.


They didn’t say the other reason they weren’t taking it. The part about how she’d fucked up. The part about how she, in particular, was going to need a really good angle—the best angle—if she was going to make up for what they all probably now knew she did.


She took her shot and held it in her throat for a second, daring herself to choke before she swallowed it down. She liked to play these games when she got bored: passing the whorls of her fingertips closer and closer to a fire, pulling the edge of her skirt up higher and higher when she felt someone looking at her. Who would break first? she liked to half joke with herself. Herself or the world around her.


When the girl entered the room, Eve felt it in the way the bar’s air seemed to get thicker, hotter. Fetid. The chatter around her dimmed as people took notice. Eve forced herself not to look straight at the girl even after she slumped into the empty stool beside her. Without looking at her, Eve could see in her periphery a smattering of freckles on the girl’s bared upper thighs. Eve had freckles like that, too.


“You want a beer?” Eve asked her.


Freckles looked much like she had the night before, when Eve had approached her outside a church’s soup kitchen. She’d been standing around with two other girls, sucking the memory of food from their fingers. Hair stringy, long, bare legs defiant. The other two girls had just stared suspiciously at Eve when she’d offered to buy them beers. But this one’d still had a light in her eyes. She hadn’t remembered her own name. But she had said yes to Eve’s offer.


Freckles shrugged one of her shoulders, the bone working visibly beneath the skin. She had the face of a twenty-something but the birdlike body of a child, all sharp elbows and angles.


Without waiting for more of a response, Eve flagged down the bartender and got another Schlitz. He eyed Freckles with a look that was half disgusted and half wandering before he handed her the drink. She cupped it with both hands like it was a glass of milk.


“How long have you been in Asheville?” Eve tried again.


Freckles took a slow sip of beer. She kept eye contact with herself in the mirror afterward, as if Eve weren’t even there.


“Few days,” Freckles said. “Tried to make some money but no one hiring.”


More like no one would hire her, Eve guessed. Nobody knew how the infection spread, so the nearness of infected bodies was a thing to be avoided at all costs. These women were to be avoided at all costs. The thought lit something up inside Eve, made her shift in her seat. She sank her fingernails lightly into her palm to keep her body from showing her excitement. To be so sick you angered people might be terrifying, Eve figured, but it was a kind of power, too.


“That must be hard, especially if you’ve already been on the road for a while,” Eve said, crossing a leg over her knee and leaning toward the girl. She hadn’t talked to many of them before, but maybe if she could make them feel like she was on their side, like she was their friend, they would open up to her more. “Do you remember when you got sick? How you caught it?”


Freckles didn’t even look at her. “Don’t know, exactly. Probably when a group of them passed through where I was living with roommates in Charlotte. We let them sleep on our floor for two nights. We thought we felt bad for them. But we were just curious.”


Eve studied Freckles’s vacant face, her legs with the skin stripped by her own nails. She tried to imagine this girl, but different. Animated. Surrounded by friends in a bohemian apartment, all of them leaning, eyes and mouths open, closer to the unwashed girls on their floor. Excited to consume whatever those girls fed them.


She shook the image away. It reminded her a little too much of herself. Minus the friends part.


“Do you stick around one place like this often?”


Freckles shrugged again. Her favorite response, apparently. Impatience ticked in Eve’s muscles, making her realize how tense they’d become.


“When we need money,” Freckles said after taking another sip. Her voice, which had been scratchy at first from lack of use, was growing stronger. Even then, each word dripped slow like molasses. “Traveling’s not free.”


“But you don’t intend to stay?”


Freckles looked at her finally. Her pupils were swollen almost to the size of her irises.


“You stupid or something?” Freckles asked. “Do you not know how it works?”


Eve suppressed a smile. Got her.


“I want to hear how it worked for you,” she said.


Freckles let out a deflating breath. “They told me not to come. Said you’d just ask questions.” She took another drink. “Happened to me like they say on TV. Itching in my arm. Not like a rash, something deeper. Under the bone. The rest of it—exhaustion, not sleeping, forgetting—didn’t happen till I left.”


“And does it still … itch?” Eve asked.


“If I’m not moving in the right direction,” she said.


“What’s the right direction? How do you know?”


It wasn’t like Eve hadn’t heard answers to these questions before on radio PSAs or on the evening news. But when she did, the answers always came clean-cut and sterile from fresh-faced anchors and stern-looking doctors. They never came from the girls themselves. Talking straight to a source of the itch felt different. It felt like the hard strike and hungry flare of a match. It felt like fire catching.


“You just know,” Freckles said, like it was obvious. “Westward. Don’t ask why. I don’t know that one.” She itched absently at her arm where angry red lines already scarred her skin like stretch marks.


Eve let the girl drink for a minute in tense silence. Freckles didn’t seem easily frightened, but Eve didn’t want to scare her away all the same.


“And those girls you’re traveling with. You know them?”


“Met them at the unemployment office,” Freckles said. “They told me about the soup kitchen.”


“So, there’s like … a network of you Westward Women? You talk to each other and share information?” Eve said. The words snapped out of her like a trap catching its rabbit. Her leg began to bounce as she tried to keep all the energy flaring inside her shoved into one body part. She couldn’t scare the girl off, couldn’t let herself get carried away. Not again.


Freckles’s eyes narrowed to slits. All Eve could see now was the blacks of her pupils, like two incisions into an empty body.


“Us ‘Westward Women,’” Freckles echoed. “Like you’re not one.”


Eve almost laughed. “I’m not,” she said. She sat up a little straighter. “I’m a journalist.”


The word still sizzled on Eve’s tongue, full of authority and promise even though she was no longer sure she could claim it. She’d always been a writer, jotting things down in soft-backed notebooks she’d kept tucked away in purses. But it wasn’t until she’d won a contest in Cosmopolitan that she’d really taken off. She’d written about a groupie-esque collection of women who traveled the South following female country stars like Loretta Lynn instead of following men. Rolling Stone had liked the piece enough to sign her on as a regular contributor. From there it was a whirlwind, better than any drug she’d ever tried: phone calls from Jann Wenner, her name in big black letters on glossy magazine pages, editors from other outlets calling her up with stories to cover. Women soldiers serving in Vietnam. The early days of Patty Hearst’s kidnapping. The underground abortion circuit during the initial discussions of Roe v. Wade. It was so intoxicating that she could almost forget about how all the editors who came to her mentioned she was good to have aboard just for “a woman’s perspective.”


But then came the Kentucky cult story. The one that had killed her career two months ago. Eve’d met a girl, some scraggly kid who was clearly high on something. She’d hooked Eve with an incredible story: a cult in the middle-of-nowhere Kentucky of all women; no male cult leader in sight. A utopian dream on the surface, a dysfunctional society beneath. After the Manson murders, it was catnip for publishing. Or it was until it turned out the cult didn’t actually exist. She didn’t have enough proof, her editor had told her, and called in another reporter, some guy he drank whiskey with on weekends, to fact-check her. Sure enough, the girl who’d talked to Eve had made it all up, or just about. I guess I can’t blame you for being naïve, her editor had said without looking at her. The next week, Rolling Stone dropped her. The calls from other editors—who all knew each other, who had all heard over drinks and cigarettes what happened, who probably rolled their eyes to each other about the stupid girl who’d fallen for some coked-out source—stopped coming. And when she called them, there was always an edge to their tones, something sneering and patronizing all at once. Like she was a little girl asking her father for a piece of candy before bed.


Eve’s hand tightened on her sweating beer bottle so hard at the thought that she imagined it might break before she brought it to her mouth and swallowed down half of its remainder. She’d show all those big-important-men editors that she wasn’t just a good journalist, but the best. Better than anyone else they had. Better than they were, even. All she needed was one great story to get herself back in print.


“You’re from here, then?” Freckles asked, drawing Eve’s gaze back to her.


“Well, no,” Eve admitted. “But I’ve lived here for a year.” She didn’t add with my boyfriend. It wasn’t exactly legal for them to be living together without being married, but she didn’t have enough money to make rent on her own, and he said he liked having her there. The idea of telling a girl like this—unattached from anything—that she was attached to someone like William was repulsive. William, who, for all his gentle kindness, all his generous understanding, still wondered when dinner would be ready, as if he had no control over it. Still held on to her on the couch like he was a weight trying to sink her to the bottom of the ocean. Still introduced her at parties as a secretary—the job she’d taken on temporarily after the work had dried up—instead of as a writer.


“A year’s nothing,” Freckles said. “You’ll see.”


Eve didn’t know if she wanted to argue with her, insist that she wasn’t sick the way Freckles thought, or smile.


“Do you all share stories with each other? Make connections? Travel together?” Eve said, pushing the conversation away from herself. She still liked the idea of a “community of women” angle. Something about testing the bonds of womanhood and all that shit that had worked with the Lynn piece.


“We travel together sometimes. Safer that way.”


Freckles said this with even less energy than she’d said anything else, like a light had switched off in her head now. She turned her face away from Eve, so Eve could only hear the corners of her words. Eve knew she was losing her, had tripped over something that made Freckles want to pull away. Had she lost friends on the road? Was there sadness in there, somewhere, about not having friends at all? Or had something awful happened to her, too? Something like in those warning stories they told on the news that somehow still felt salacious: a Westward Woman hit by a car because she’d stepped out in the middle of the road in her desperation to hitch a ride; another left raped and dead from battery behind some hotel after traveling with strangers.


Freckles tipped her beer up and drained it. As much as Eve wanted to ask her what had happened to her on the road, she knew the harder she pressed, the faster Freckles would leave.


“Where are you going next?” Eve asked in a more relaxed tone.


Freckles paused. “Detroit. Heard the Piper was heading there.”


“The Piper?” Eve asked.


Freckles’s black eyes searched hers. “That’s what we call him. Stops at cities along the way, headed west. Has a bus. Says he’ll take us as far as we want to go.”


Eve’s whole body quieted until she could hear the pulse of her own heart in her ears. The Piper. The name had a ring to it. More than a ring. A boom.


“What’s in it for him?” Eve asked.


In the sixties, when Eve herself had been on the road, she’d hitched without a second thought. Everyone she knew had. But since the infection, the stories of what people picking up infected women could do to them were a dime a dozen, so commonplace as to become boring. There was something about this one, though. The fact that the girls all knew about him, but that Eve herself had never heard of him; the fact that they had a name for him that clearly wasn’t his real name. The Piper. It spiked the hair on the tops of her arms.


Freckles shrugged. She stood as she spoke, slow, like it took the effort of climbing a mountain. “Guess he just knows it’s pointless to try to stop us. He helps us get to where we’re headed instead of fighting it. Better that way. Safer.”


With that, she walked away. No goodbye. Just left. Eve watched her go without calling her back. It would be desperate. And it wouldn’t work.


After she paid the bartender for the girl’s drink, Eve took her remaining quarters to the pay phone by the bathrooms. William answered on the first ring.


“When are you getting home? It’s almost eight,” he said. Not angry, just a little sad. William was never angry. She’d known that the second they’d met at a dive bar like this one, where she’d been bartending right before her journalism work picked up. He’d been getting a happy hour drink with two fellow real estate agents. She’d accidentally pushed his beer at him a little too hard, and it had fallen off the bar top and into his lap, soaking him to his crotch. While his friends howled with laughter, William had just smiled at her. Which was how she’d known he wasn’t an angry guy. That he wasn’t a threat.


But even though he didn’t ever get angry, his words almost always held the ring of a whine. That whine followed her into her sleep, rubbed against her all day like a hangnail that wouldn’t tear, no matter how hard she pulled.


“I’m on my way,” she said. Then, because he hadn’t asked: “The interview went well.”


“Great,” he said. “If you hurry, we can watch M*A*S*H together.”


Her fingers tightened on the plastic receiver, but she kept all emotion from her voice. “Sounds good,” she said. “But tomorrow we have to talk. I think I’m going to need to take a trip soon. For work.”


She cut off any potential protests by reassuring him she’d be there soon. His voice sounded too much like a tug on her muscles, and she was already so tired. She’d explain it all to him in the morning when she was fresh. Because it wasn’t up for debate. If the women were going westward, the Piper would be, too. And as far as she knew, no one else writing about the infection had even printed his name. She’d thought it was the women who’d be her ticket out of journalistic jail. But now she was starting to think it’d be him. If he was going to Detroit, she knew just where she had to be.


She hung up the phone. As the muscles in her upper arm relaxed, she could have sworn her skin there tingled for just a little too long. That it felt something like an itch.










CHAPTER THREE



TEENIE


I know you probably think it’s a sex thing, but really it isn’t. Or at least it wasn’t for me.


I met him at the start. At the start of my trip, I mean. Later, I learned he’d already made one trip out West and back. He restarted in Miami and made his way up the East Coast. Wilmington, North Carolina, where I’m from? That was just a drive-through on his way to DC. So, you could say it was fate.


When I met him, I was out in the front yard, trying to tan, hoping I’d burn. Most people, if they’ve even heard of Wilmington, think of a beach town: walk-up ice-cream cones and mini-golf places with pink-painted elephants. But I didn’t live on the beach, and I was never allowed to go there alone after what happened to my sister, Kate.


I lived with my parents behind the Woolworth’s in a thick cluster of identical rectangles with linoleum siding, all laid out on a grid. If you’d looked at us from above, you would have seen dozens and dozens of perfect square plots with too-green grass and oval pools in the backyards.


Don’t trust any of it, Kate told me once. This whole place is built on bullshit. At the time, I didn’t really get what she meant.


Since I don’t like to be out by our pool anymore, I was lying out on a towel in the front yard instead.


I didn’t hear him walk up, so I’m not sure how long he was standing there. And, of course, back then, I didn’t know who he was. All I knew was when I sat up to turn over, there he was, his arms limp by his sides, at the edge of my front lawn.


After we got to talking and he told me what he was about, I assumed what you probably assume: that he was a bad man. But at that point, my itch was already so intense. It didn’t matter, really, who he was. His form, plastered against the sunny-day backdrop, looked surreal, or hyperreal, maybe. Realer than anything I’d ever seen. He lifted a hand to me, and I walked toward it like it was a ray of sun, the kind you can’t look away from even though it blinds you from the start. I walked toward it like it was my destiny. And maybe it is.


Now, I’ve been on the bus a week. There are about a dozen of us, but he says more will come. The bus—a refurbished school bus, painted white—smells like gasoline. And it’s always hotter than I want it to be. But the bumps that jolt my body as he drives us down the highway soothe the itch more than anything else ever has. It takes me longer to think through shit than it used to—a symptom, they say—so it’s nice having someone else lead the way.


They say girls like me are the problem. I spread it through the air I breathe, in spores so small you never notice them before it’s too late, before they’re sucked up into your body where they cling and mold and leach. The farther I go, the more people I infect: a walking, talking, breathing natural disaster.


They say it started out in small towns in the Southeast, claustrophobic, Southern towns where it bred like all those possums that used to come sniffing around our back porch for scraps. But that girls like me, who took it on the road, made its spread unpredictable, took it farther faster, made it impossible to contain. The doctors say it can spread in all kinds of ways—fluids and touch and air—but regular people, when they whisper to each other? They say other girls, healthy girls, shouldn’t even talk to us. The breath and spit that come from our mouths might be what does it. But our words can do it just as easily, worming their way into a woman’s skin and blood and brain.


They say I should turn myself in to the doctors so they can observe me, test me, quarantine me, sedate me, keep me from hurting myself and spreading it to others. They say if it wasn’t for girls like me, everyone would be better off. But I didn’t listen because, honestly? I’ve already known that for a long time.


Sometimes, on the road, when I’ve stared out the window for so long that the dappled light becomes spots in my vision, I think of my mother. That day I left, maybe an hour or two after, I imagine she came out to the front step. Her hair would have been in sausage curlers, and she would have raised a stiff hand to her forehead as she looked for me. It was so hot out that day that her thick-creamed lipstick would have been soft and waxed across her mouth. “Tim,” she would have called back inside. “She’s not out here. Is she with you?”


I wonder how long it took them to worry after what happened to Kate. Not long, maybe. Although, I think with a hint of acid, they probably won’t be as upset as they were then. She was always the daughter they’d wanted. I was the one they got stuck with.


Me? I’m not worried. Somehow, I always knew this is where I was headed, even before the infections started. Sure, he looked a little different than I thought he would. But then again, he wasn’t the part that I’d always imagined. It’s this part, the being gone, the moving while sitting still, the smell of gasoline, the waiting for the unknown that has always loomed over me to come. It wasn’t until after I left that I realized I’ve always been waiting for this moment.


The therapist they made me see after what happened to Kate, when I was six? She’d probably say it’s because of what happened to my sister. And those doctors that John Chancellor talks to on the NBC Nightly News in front of that big world map would say it’s because of the infection, this fungus that apparently festers beneath my skin. But I like to think that my body is wild all on its own.


So, you see, it really was never about him. The Piper, I mean. He’s just like this bus. He collects us. He protects us. He gets us to where we were all already going.










CHAPTER FOUR



AIMEE


Aimee’s father was always more comfortable at work than at home. Which was why it was no surprise that the night after Aimee got back to Gibsonia, he sat, straight-backed, across from her at the kitchen table, clearing his throat and then clearing it again, adjusting the angle of his fork and then adjusting it again. Betty chattered in the background.


“Tomorrow we can go to Lorenzo’s to celebrate your graduation,” Betty said as she went from the silverware drawer to the table back to the oven. “But I just had all this chicken already defrosted and you came home so fast, without any warning.”


Unlike Gerald, Betty was a nervous talker. With her graying brown hair and her wide, sashaying hips, Betty was what Ginny always called the dictionary definition of a mom. Pam, by contrast, was willow-thin with dark, thick hair like her daughter’s that frizzed naturally, as if permed. She was always distracted with something or other, sometimes forgetting to pick Ginny up from school when they were younger and then apologizing profusely for days after. Where Betty had spent Sunday nights baking brownies to cut into precise squares and package in Saran wrap for Aimee’s lunches, Pam had campaigned Sunday nights for Kennedy, enlisting eight-year-old Ginny and Aimee to make buttons on a press and iron Kennedy logos onto cotton shirts.


“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you when I was getting back. I wanted to get home to make sure Pam was doing okay,” Aimee lied.


The truth was she’d come home two weeks before her lease in College Park was up because she’d needed to see for herself that Ginny was really gone. Without seeing it herself, she couldn’t imagine a future without Ginny. With Ginny, Aimee didn’t even need to drink alcohol to feel a little drunk: warmer, sillier, a bit less careful and a bit more confident. It was only with Ginny that Aimee ate ice cream directly from the carton instead of getting a bowl, smoked cigarettes and went to bed without brushing her teeth, snuck into a second movie at a theater when she’d only paid for one. Ginny could be a handful, but she was also the only person who’d ever made Aimee feel like life was more about pleasing yourself than pleasing other people.


Betty set a steaming bowl of mashed potatoes down in front of her daughter and propped her fist on her hip. “That poor woman,” she said. “I can’t imagine. Thank goodness you haven’t been home for a while. You could have caught it from Ginny if you’d been here.”


“Maybe I would have noticed something was wrong,” Aimee said instead.


“Oh, honey, I know you want to help. You always want to help.” Betty said this like it was a good thing, but also a pity. “But there was nothing you could have done. Pam said there was nothing unusual. Nothing at all! And then one morning … poof. She probably caught it at one of those house parties she goes to, in Pittsburgh? Who knows what kind of people she met there.”


Betty sighed and hustled away again to pull the chicken from the oven, set it clattering on the stovetop. “It’s just a good thing the risk of infection drops so much after age fifty,” she continued. “It feeds off something hormonal, they’re guessing. The attending at the hospital today told me that Pam and I don’t have to worry about catching it since we’re both postmenopause. But if you’d been here before Ginny left? You could have gotten it in a heartbeat.”


Aimee just stared at her hands as the words settled in her chest like an ache. Even though she knew she shouldn’t, she found herself wondering what it would have been like if she had been there, what it would have felt like to experience that indescribable itch, that urgent longing the way Ginny had.


“You can go visit Pam tomorrow and mow her lawn. I bet that’d be a big help,” Betty pushed on, barely taking a breath. “Ginny used to do that when she was around.”


Like she was already gone for good. Like she was already dead. Aimee knew what that meant: they weren’t going after her. Not that she’d thought they would. Pam had reported Ginny’s disappearance to the police, of course, but they were overwhelmed with missing girls and Ginny was over eighteen anyway. Technically, no one could prove it was the infection that made her go; she could have just gone to live elsewhere without telling anyone.


Aimee’s muscles twitched beneath her still exterior, a phantom impulse to do something while they all did nothing.


“Or,” her mother said. Still talking. Always talking. “You could make Pam some of those chocolate brownies of yours she likes so much and take them over there. I’m sure Pam could use some company at least.”


This was far from the first errand Betty had already volunteered Aimee for since she’d been home. There were also some boxes of her old things in the basement to go through, a shopping list to handle, groceries to get for an elderly neighbor, a series of thank-you letters to write. Always more to do, more people to care for. Aimee had forgotten how being home could make her body sag under some invisible weight. It was the place she felt most annoyingly, most inescapably, like herself.


Aimee nodded as Betty kept listing people she could help. As she lifted her head, she caught her father staring at her. As soon as their eyes met, he looked back down at his silverware again, clearing his throat. Could he tell she wasn’t feeling as accommodating as her mechanically nodding head implied? Did he see the unrest ticking under her skin? The distractedness that had wormed its way inside her since she’d heard Ginny was gone? She marveled, not for the first time, at how those eyes that studied insects so meticulously under a microscope could miss something happening in his own daughter, right across the dinner table.


“Betty. It’s time to sit down,” Gerald said at last, still fiddling with his fork.


“All right, all right,” Betty said. She carried over the chicken and collapsed into the seat on the other side of the table. “Lord’s prayer?”


Gerald made a gruff noise in the back of his throat. While he was staunchly atheist, Betty had won the battle long ago of raising Aimee as a Presbyterian. As Aimee had gotten older, it had grown increasingly difficult for her to understand how her religious, extroverted mother had ended up with her socially anxious, scientific father. But then she’d remember what they were like when she was younger, back when they used to bring her to the museum’s staff parties with Pam and Ginny. There, her parents transformed into other people: smart, witty, unselfconscious mostly because they had each other to fill in one another’s deficiencies.


Her memories of these parties were indefinite and disjointed. Hazy rooms swimming in cigarette smoke, aisles of microscopes and filing cabinets. A room of walls made of wooden drawers with antique gold handles. A young lab worker with huge, wire-rimmed glasses who held her up by her armpits to show her the insects inside. Delicate blue wings pinned to a board with needles as thin as spiders’ legs. A dead beetle the size of her face that changed color in the light. A kaleidoscopic dragonfly whose wings were lined with veins.


In every room, people laughed and chattered. The women wore wide-legged pants and white linen shirts like men. They sat backwards in chairs and lounged on the tops of desks, drinking cheap beer. These were the kinds of women, Aimee always imagined, that Ginny would grow up to be. In comparison, Aimee’s mother was a fading beauty in her slip dresses and heels, her hair curled and pinned up, a cigarette—never a joint—resting casually between two fingers. She was out of place: an old-fashioned socialite at a party filled with bohemian college students. She’d been the butterfly, flitting from person to person, letting Gerald sink into the room’s smoky corners and watch.


“Now that you’re here, Aimee,” Betty continued after the prayer, as if she’d never paused, “you should stop by your old high school. I hear Mrs. Hatcher is retiring, so they’re sure to need someone soon. I know you weren’t sure about if you would try to get a teaching job here or somewhere else, but with the infection and everything, I just think it makes sense for you to find one close to home.”


“Maybe,” Aimee said as she tugged the skin off her chicken with a fork prong. She dared to hold just the slightly hard edge in her tone as she answered, “Honestly, I haven’t had time to think about it. Because of what’s happening with Ginny and everything.”


“But what about before Ginny?” her mother asked in a cloyingly gentle tone. “It wasn’t like graduation came as a surprise, did it?”


Before Aimee had gone to college, she hadn’t been able to imagine not going. It’s what her parents had always assumed she’d do, what was expected. But after she went, she decided Ginny had gotten it right by not going to college at all. Ginny’d tried out different jobs, spent summers with an eclectic collection of boyfriends who all looked like Jim Morrison, visited people she’d met at parties in nearby cities on weekends. Meanwhile, Aimee’d just kept doing the things people told her to: she declared a major, she baked cupcakes for the Pep Club’s fundraisers, she came home for holidays to keep repositioning glowing plastic Santas in the windows until Betty told her they were just right, she chose a career that seemed appropriate. When Ginny had heard that she was going to be a teacher, she’d smirked and said, That makes sense. Aimee hadn’t wanted to ask why.


“All I’m saying,” Betty continued, “is it might be smart to start looking now. They’ll be needing someone by next September.”


“Give the girl some space,” Gerald interjected. “Her friend is missing.”


Silence. So rare in their household that Aimee could feel it pulling tight, straining under her mother’s desire to break it again. They ate. Just the sound of forks scraping and knives clattering. Across the table, Betty’s jaw clenched as if it took effort to hold in words. A dog barked somewhere far off. The tick of the clock nearby.


At last, Aimee saw Betty’s lips loosening, her eyes brightening again as her mind settled on a new topic to fill the air with.


“The hospital has just been insane these past few weeks,” she said. Aimee didn’t look directly at her father, who rolled his eyes in the background. “They say we don’t even see the advanced cases, since we’re so far east. But today I saw a girl who could barely remember her mother’s name. Her own mother’s name. Can you believe it? Then last night, when we left her alone, she crawled out of bed, trying to get to the door.” She shook her head and kept jabbing at her food, trying in vain to get everything on her fork for the perfect bite.


“What did you do with her?” Aimee asked. It was the most advanced case she’d heard a firsthand account of, and she was hungry for details. What would it feel like to want something so much you’d crawl for it? Would it really be so awful to let her have it?


“Well, we had to knock her out with sedatives, of course,” Betty said. “She’s a minor, so her parents signed the paperwork. Poor dears. It’s so hard for them to watch but sedating her is the only way to make sure she doesn’t leave.”


“Would … would it be better to just let her go?” Aimee asked.


Aimee felt Gerald’s eyes on her before she saw them. When she was little, the intensity of his attention had always been addictive, especially because it was so rare. But this time, his dissecting look made her squirm.


“But then we wouldn’t be able to keep her safe!” Betty protested, pressing a palm flat to her chest. “Can you imagine what would happen to a girl like that out on the road? She can barely walk on her own anymore. They still have no clue how to treat this thing. They’ve been testing some steroid treatments derived from antifungals, but this strain seems so resilient. Only thing we can do is keep them sedated and under observation. Safe, with us.”


She couldn’t argue with that, of course, so Aimee just forced more dry chicken down her throat.


“I just don’t know what they’re going to do with them all,” Betty continued, shaking her head, picking at her chicken. “These days it feels like just one thing after another, doesn’t it? The war? The protests? Now this! I thought when the draft ended, we’d finally get some relief.”


As her mom chattered on, Aimee tried to remind herself that she was different from those girls her mother was talking about. That it was a good thing she was different from them. But instead, all she could think about were all those moths and beetles and dragonflies, all those paper-thin wings pinned forever in place.


[image: ]


It was ten o’clock before Aimee managed to convince Betty she was too tired to keep talking. After a pat on the hand from her father and a crushing hug from her mother, she slipped down the hallway into her bedroom. She told herself she just needed to rest, but the idea of doing this all over again tomorrow made her body feel like a too-full cabinet she needed to escape.


Aimee’s bedroom was in the back of the house. Even the air still smelled the same here, a musty mix of mothballs and radiator heat. The room was little larger than the bathroom and had no closet. On the wall behind her bed was a corkboard covered in what was, in retrospect, the sixties. A Bobby Kennedy election poster, his face bleached whiter than his smile by the sunlight coming in from the eastern-facing window. A Vietnam War draft protest banner, covered in Aimee’s neat, bubbled handwriting and Ginny’s thin scrawl. A poster of Simon and Garfunkel in black and white. These were all things Aimee had done or been interested in, but as she scanned them now, she realized none of them would have found their way into her interests if it wasn’t for Ginny. Aimee missed the buzzing excitement she’d felt the summer she and Ginny had designed protest posters and strung them around town at night. She longed for the tug in the throat she’d felt while lying on her bedroom floor with Ginny beside a record player, watching dust motes catch light in empty air, listening to Bookends.
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