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Clean Air





Dear Cami,

We couldn’t breathe the air. To some people it seemed quick, sudden even. To some it seemed gradual. In hindsight, everyone said the signs were there. It was in the trees, the pollen. It happened in spring. And while spring doesn’t happen at the same time everywhere—we saw it happen one place first, and then another, and another—how could we have stopped it? What I’m trying to say is, some people, most people’s response to catastrophe, as it approaches, is muted. That was ten years ago: the Turning. It killed more than half of the world’s population. And the resulting world, the world we built from scratch, it’s not how I was taught a postapocalyptic world would be. It presents itself like a gift.
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Izabel moved through her morning routine. She poured Cami’s juice into a sippy cup. It was “spill-proof,” but that didn’t mean it didn’t leak. Izabel wedged it beside containers of snacks in Cami’s lunchbox. She zipped it up and put it in Cami’s backpack, which had flaps of fabric on the side to look like elephant ears. The trunk was embroidered on the front. Black plastic eyes had been sewn in until they were flush.

Then the shower turned off. The water stopped running through the pipes in the concrete slab beneath her. She knew Kaito was patting himself down with a towel, but she couldn’t hear that. Instead she heard the cars outside. One of her neighbors was playing music. Sometimes she felt as if she could hear every neighbor through their plastic walls.

Kaito would be stepping out of the bedroom soon. If she timed it right, the three of them would be in the kitchen together as they got ready for the day. Not that she didn’t want to be alone with Cami, only that she preferred not to be.

She broke off an oversized banana, cut it in half, and left it where Cami sat at the island. Then she poured soy milk into a bottle and took it with her into Cami’s room.

“Good morning, honey,” Izabel said.

Cami didn’t move.

“Wake up, wake up, wake up.” This time she put her hand on Cami’s leg.

Cami’s brow furrowed.

“I have your milk. Do you want your milk?”

Cami’s eyes popped open and then closed again, and then she rolled them open—with great effort it seemed—and the whites of her eyes were slightly pink.

“Good morning, mi amorcito.”

“Hi, Mommy.”

Izabel handed her the bottle of milk. She was four, but she insisted on bottles still. And Izabel couldn’t bring herself to care.

Cami sat up and drank, eyes closed again.

When Izabel tried to leave, Cami pulled at her. So Izabel turned her body to face the same direction as Cami, and she let Cami lean back into her. It was a lovely, peaceful moment. One she got to have every morning. She chided herself for spending it, mostly, thinking of what she had to do next.

She pulled herself away. “We don’t want to be late.” She went to the bins of Cami’s clothes and picked out an outfit for the day.

Cami held out the empty bottle.

“Are you done with it?”

Cami nodded, awake now, alert, a little animal.

“Then you know what to do with it. You know where it goes.”

Cami ran out of the room and put the bottle by the kitchen sink.

“What’s next?” Izabel asked, following her.

“Teeth brushing!”

“Good morning,” Kaito said, stepping into the kitchen.

“Daddy!” Cami ran into his arms, and he scooped her up and kissed her twice on the cheek.

“Better go brush your teeth,” he said.

In the bathroom, Izabel put toothpaste on both of their toothbrushes as Cami peed in the toilet.

“Can you wipe yourself? Do you know what to do next?”

“I know!”

Izabel brushed her teeth while she watched Cami. She wiped herself with a nearly normal amount of toilet paper. She flushed the toilet. She washed her hands. She took the toothbrush from the cup.

“Did you wet this?”

“Uh-huh,” Izabel said, toothbrush in her mouth.

And then Cami brushed her teeth and spat. For a minute, you could be convinced that she could take care of herself, that she wouldn’t start crying when she couldn’t get the Velcro on her shoes to line up exactly.

Back in the kitchen, Cami picked up her banana and held it over her head and said it was the moon both ways.

“What do you mean?” Kaito asked.

“Full moon,” she said, turning the sliced face of it at him, perfectly round and dimpled with color like any good asteroid-blemished surface. “And . . .” She turned it so the arc of it was above her. “And . . .”

“Crescent,” he said.

“Crescent moon!” she said.

“Very good,” Izabel said, taking the banana from her, pulling down the peel, and handing it back. “Now you better eat.”

Cami and Kaito looked at each other and Izabel knew it was some sort of acknowledgment that Izabel was the serious one in the house. But she didn’t know if that were true. Yes, she was serious now, with them, but she didn’t know if she would have been, if she wanted to be, if she’d started this way.

When Cami was done with her banana, Izabel took her to get dressed. Cami wanted to pick out her own outfit and Izabel reminded her that every night she asked her if she wanted to put out clothes for the next day.

“But I don’t know what I want to wear then. That’s a different day.”

“I know—so this is how it works. For now.”

“This doesn’t match with my mask.”

“Everything matches with your mask. That’s how masks work.”

“It’s not denim, Mom!”

Izabel let out a single giant laugh and then started laughing so hard she could feel tears in her eyes. “Where did you learn that?”

“It was on one of your shows.”

“It was?”

Cami nodded.

Kaito came in the room. “Are you two okay?”

Izabel couldn’t stop laughing. Her sides were hurting now.

“Mommy thinks I told a joke.”

“But you didn’t?”

Cami shook her head.

Kaito kneeled at Cami’s feet and started to dress her.

“I told her this outfit doesn’t match my mask.”

“You’re right—that doesn’t sound very funny.”

Izabel was getting her breath back. “I said her mask matches everything!”

“That’s true,” Kaito said.

“And then Cami said, ‘It’s not denim!’”

Kaito smiled at Izabel.

“See. Daddy knows it’s not funny.”

“It’s a little funny,” Kaito said.

“Maybe you had to be there.” Izabel felt herself getting annoyed.

“He was here,” Cami said.

“Not in the room,” Izabel said. “It’s an expression.”

Kaito nodded.

Cami looked satisfied with that. She always looked to him for the final say on a matter.

“Shoes next!” Cami yelled, and she ran out of the room.

Izabel wanted to scold Kaito for not backing her up better, for not laughing, for not telling Cami to trust what her mother says. But then he stood up and kissed Izabel on the forehead. He was sweet. He was kind. She didn’t want to have a fight over a feeling she couldn’t quite articulate.

At the front doors, Cami had put her shoes on the wrong feet. Izabel switched them. Next her coat went on. Then her backpack. Then her mask, down around her neck for now.

“Are we early?”

“A little,” Izabel said. “Is it joke time?”

Cami nodded.

Izabel brought out her tablet and opened a kids’ app that had a daily joke on its main page. “What color do cats like?”

“What?”

“Purrrrrple.”

Cami laughed. “I get it.”

“Yeah, you do.”

The doorbell went off. Izabel put Cami’s mask up, around her ears, under her eyes, pinched it over the bridge of her nose. She checked it, following its black border over her cheekbones. The emerald green covered her cheeks and continued down below her jaw. A small black circle of plastic sat to the left side of her mouth. From her eyes, she could tell Cami was smiling. Izabel hugged her.

“Have a great day at school,” Izabel said. And Kaito waved from the kitchen, where he was making coffee.

Izabel pressed a button on the wall and the first set of double doors opened. Cami went through them. As soon as they closed behind her, the second set of double doors opened, and she went out those and ran to the car. There was a burst of air in the small room, a quick blast to clean it out, a small safeguard, keeping one batch of air from another. It obscured Cami for a second, but Izabel was used to that. She watched her every morning like this. As tired as she was of nearly every moment of her life, some parts still filled her with fear. Cami getting to a car was one of them.

Cami pressed a button on the car and the door opened for her. She got in, the door closed, and off the car went. Izabel would get an alert on her tablet when the school checked her in.

At this point, she would usually eat breakfast with Kaito before his workday started, but she didn’t want to talk to him right now. She knew she’d start a fight. Neither of them needed that.

She went to the bathroom and sat on the toilet and peed and looked around on her tablet. She opened her favorite app. It ran news articles and newsletters and email blasts that went out years before the Turning. She could lose herself for hours in the news of the past. When humans thrived—too well. When we were drinking all the clean water. When we traveled so often we ripped holes in the ozone. When we couldn’t see another way. When we melted the ice caps and debated the commodification of natural resources and thought we would need seed stores.

She usually didn’t remember which year was which. Little memories across her childhood of local and global traumas that she couldn’t sort chronologically. Today, legs hard against the toilet seat, she tapped on 2020. The summary popped up. A bad year. A global pandemic. Everyone wearing masks then, too. She was eight years old. Her mother was alive. They were happy.

She tapped on Most Popular. An article came up about the garden eels in an aquarium in Tokyo. It was becoming hard to monitor their health. They hid from their keepers. They had grown fearful of humans as the aquariums sat empty during quarantine.

In an attempt to make them more comfortable, to make them betray their instincts, they were arranging a festival. For three days people could call in and video-chat with the eels. They were going to set up five screens in front of their tank. There were rules. You couldn’t be loud or obnoxious. They wanted smiles and waves and soft conversation.

Izabel’s tablet dinged that Cami was checked in at school. She sighed. She felt something in her chest drop, like a ball, a short but satisfying distance. She put the tablet on the floor, wiped herself, pulled up her pants, washed her hands, and picked up the tablet again. It wasn’t even 9 a.m. Kaito would still be in the kitchen.

She decided that she’d rush out, kiss him on the cheek, and go to the mall. She didn’t know what she would do there, but it was better than staying home. The days dragged on until Cami came back. And when Kaito came out of his office for lunch or for a break, she felt like he was critical of how she used her time, even though he didn’t say it, even though he insisted he didn’t think about her like that.

But she was critical of herself in that way. Even if she cleaned everything, got all the laundry done, responded to emails, ordered the groceries, scheduled dentist appointments. Even then, she wondered what she was doing inside her perfect life, where she was perfectly comfortable, and she’d survived the Turning, and she’d fallen in love, and the world had been taken back, some of it, and they’d had a child, and their child flourished, and they wanted for nothing, and no one was homeless, and no one was hungry, and what they had learned was that anything could be accomplished, if it were for few enough people.

She got dressed and went into the kitchen. Kissing Kaito’s cheek felt better than she wanted to admit. His skin was smooth and smelled good, from an aftershave he liked, something he picked out himself. It made her feel special that he used it, that he shaved, because he never had to see anyone but her.

She could feel her unhappiness with him wane. And it would come back, too. She knew that.

She pressed the button on the wall that called for a car. She looked back at him over her shoulder, and they smiled at each other as if they would have sex if she were staying. It was an easy enough smile to give when they both knew they didn’t have to deliver.

She looked back at the panel on the wall that called the cars and opened the doors. It also had the display for the air filtration system. She looked at this snapshot so often she hardly saw the specifics of it anymore, only that everything was green and well. All the filters were functioning properly. There were no errors in the system. But today she saw that the air quality was at 98 percent.

“Kaito,” she said. “The air quality is at ninety-eight percent.”

“Hmm.”

“Isn’t it usually at ninety-nine percent? Or one hundred percent?”

“There are no errors?”

“No.”

“Then I guess ninety-eight percent is fine.”

“I guess so,” she said.
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That night, the alarm went off all through the plastic dome. The lights went on. Something had failed. Probably something small, but when Izabel woke, the back of her throat already hurt.

She heard Kaito moving through the house, having woken before her, quicker to gain his bearings. He came back into their room with her mask. His was on.

As soon as she’d taken the mask from his fingers, he was off to Cami’s room with her small mask, and Izabel followed.

Cami was still asleep.

Kaito put the mask over Cami’s face, moving her black hair to put the straps around her ears. Izabel looked out the sheer plastic window of Cami’s room. No other houses were lit up like theirs.

Izabel coughed, which made Kaito move faster. He picked up Cami in his arms and they rushed to the front of the house. Izabel pressed a button on the wall and a thick plastic sheet dropped down, ruffled and bent. She pulled it to the floor, straightening it, making sure it reached. And then, carefully, she began to seal it around the edges. She had to push some of Cami’s toys out of the way.

While she did this, Kaito turned on the small air filtration unit that was strong enough for the new, small room they’d created. He also tried to wake Cami. The unit turned green to show that the air was safe.

A voice came through the intercom system. “A mobile unit is two minutes away for repairs. An ambulance is on the way as a precaution. Have you all reached the safe room?”

“Yes,” Izabel said. She watched Kaito trying gently to wake Cami.

“I can cancel the ambulance if it’s not necessary. Is it necessary?”

“I don’t know.”

“Excuse me. Can you speak up?”

“I don’t know!” Izabel took off her mask and put her face close to Cami’s. She was warm and her skin was its normal color and her chest was moving up and down with her breath, though Izabel couldn’t feel it through her mask. Cami looked like a sleeping princess with her black hair against her emerald green mask, a princess from a strange new kingdom.

“We need the ambulance,” Kaito said.

“Of course,” said the voice.

Izabel put her mask back on. They waited for the sound of the sirens to come and replace the sound of the alarm.

“Are you okay?” she asked Kaito.

He nodded. “My throat hurts.”

“Mine, too.”

Kaito reached down and ran his hand over Cami’s head.

“Do you think she could be sleeping through this?” Izabel asked, knowing it was a stupid question.

They could hear the sirens now.

“We should clean up this space,” Kaito said.

And it was true. They’d gotten too comfortable. What was supposed to be their safe room was filled with toys, shoeboxes of knickknacks, old diaper boxes filled with art supplies.

The doorbell went off when the ambulance pulled into the spot outside their house, and then they heard the EMTs come inside.

“Masks on!” they shouted. “Confirm.”

“Masks are on!” Izabel yelled back.

The EMTs unsealed the room, put Cami on a spine board, and connected her mask to an oxygen tank. Izabel and Kaito followed them out of the house, through the double set of doors, passing the small robot that was already repairing the air filtration system.

The ambulance was so covered in pollen it was yellow. It was early April and peak pollination for cedar, elm, and willow.

“Bad night?” Kaito asked once they were inside.

“The count is high,” one of the EMTs said. His nametag read ben. He touched a screen inside the ambulance and told it to return to the hospital.

The other EMT’s nametag read uzair. He set to work putting sensors all over Cami. Screens began to show her pulse and her oxygen level.

A green light went on in the ambulance that meant it was safe to take off their masks, but before they could raise their hands to their faces, Uzair said, “We’d ask you leave those on given the level of exposure you’ve already had tonight.”

Izabel and Kaito nodded.

Finally Ben said something about Cami. “We see this a lot in children. They’re the most affected.”

“But they’re usually fine,” Uzair added. “We’ll know more at the hospital.”

And they weren’t far. Izabel could make it out faintly through the yellowed windshield. There was a button to clean the windows, but it was behind the EMTs.

Kaito took Cami’s hand, which made Izabel want to touch her. She put her hand on Cami’s foot and watched Cami’s eyes. They were still. She wasn’t dreaming. Izabel remembered how, as an infant, Cami laughed more often in her sleep than at any silly thing Izabel did. And Izabel wondered if Cami’s body was only practicing this new behavior or if Cami had figured out something truly funny in the dream. Like Izabel slipping and falling. Like Izabel choking on a piece of corn.

Izabel didn’t like going to the hospital, because of all the time she’d spent there with her mother. She’d spent even more time there during the Turning, but that’s when everyone lived at the hospital—everyone who survived—and it didn’t feel like a hospital then, but an elaborate fallout shelter, with taped-over windows and doors and the constant buzzing of filters and generators.

Visiting the hospital now was much more like when she’d been there with her mother. When her mother was dying. The halls were clean and carts of medicine and equipment lingered by doorways, and nurses and doctors popped in and out of rooms, and all the lights were on.

At the hospital they wheeled Cami’s bed into a room and told Izabel and Kaito that a nurse would be with them shortly. Izabel couldn’t believe they would leave them alone with an unresponsive child. She thought a doctor would be waiting at the door to rush in with them, like in old episodes of ER and Grey’s Anatomy when an accident had been called in ahead of the ambulance. But then, maybe, if they weren’t worried, she shouldn’t be either.

Kaito got up and began to examine her. Before the Turning he’d been a doctor, a surgeon, with the da Vinci Surgical System. He still got called in, on rare occasions, to remove a prostate or uterus. But now they needed someone with his skills for the robots.

He got an otoscope off the wall and checked her pupils. There was such an ease in his wrist as he flicked the light into each eye.

When Izabel’s mother was dying, Izabel didn’t spend every moment at her bedside. Her mother slept often, and Izabel roamed the halls and sat with people in the ER, seeing how the injuries were calculated and weighed against each other. The wheezing child got taken first, then the boy holding a cut on his eyebrow, then the man with his head between his knees.

Izabel was nineteen and studying to be a nurse at college. She had taken the semester off to be with her mother, even though she didn’t know what that meant at the time. She thought it meant saving her. But she knew now: it meant creating months of memories that she could look back on with guilt.

A nurse came in. Clipped to his shirt was his hospital ID, with his picture and his name, luis. He made a funny face at Kaito, and Kaito put the otoscope back on the wall. “I used to work here,” Kaito said, staying next to Cami.

“Oh, okay,” Luis said. “I’ll be your nurse tonight. The doctor’s coming in to check on your daughter soon, and I’m going to take some blood and then check you two out.”

Luis took Cami’s hand gently and extended her arm. He tied a band of rubber high around it. Izabel thought she saw a change in her veins, her soft skin. Luis tapped a finger on the crease of Cami’s elbow and then wiped it with alcohol. Izabel wanted to stop him but she couldn’t say why.

He put the needle in and the little tube that ran to the vial turned red and then the vial filled. He popped the vial out and popped in a second vial. Izabel imagined the hell Cami would’ve been giving them all if she was awake.

As Luis stuck stickers on the vials, he gestured at Izabel. “Is this correct?” he asked.

Each sticker read kalloe, camila 11-02-2038.

Izabel nodded.

Luis put the vials into a plastic bag. “I’ll check you out first,” he said to Izabel, and as he reached around Kaito for the otoscope, Izabel watched his arm brush against Kaito’s back. But Kaito didn’t move from Cami’s side. Luis put a pulse ox on Izabel’s finger and then looked in her ears and nose and mouth. “Anything bothering you?”

“My throat hurts,” she said.

He got her a lozenge out of a giant jar by the sink. “It’s a minor irritation. Otherwise you look good.” He put the cuff on her arm for the machine to take her blood pressure. The lozenge tasted like cherry medicine, like the recipe hadn’t been changed in a hundred years. The cuff tightened around her arm and then released. Luis put the numbers into a tablet.

Next was Kaito’s turn. He finally left Cami’s side to have a seat. Luis said he looked fine as well. He added Katio’s numbers to the tablet, put the tablet on the wall, and left the room.

That meant there’d never been too much pollen in the air in the house. That meant Cami should be okay. That meant Cami should wake up. Why wasn’t she waking up?

As Izabel’s mother got sicker, she slept more and more of the day. So Izabel explored more and more of the hospital. It didn’t take her long to discover the morgue. Malik was the medical examiner and he seemed to take to Izabel right away, though she didn’t know why. She wondered if he was warm toward everyone.

He let her watch autopsies. He even let her put on gloves and hold the organs. He had her place them on the scale, one by one, as he recorded their weights in pounds and ounces and muttered about the superiority of the metric system.

After her mother died that fall, Izabel tried going back to school. But she started failing all of her courses. At least I have a whole semester to fail out, she thought.

She didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life anymore. She didn’t know who she wanted to be. She didn’t know what she thought about the words profession or occupation. She didn’t like anything. Except spending time with Malik, who seemed to value her and the skills she was picking up in the quiet of the morgue.

It was there that she heard the first emergency warning.

“Where’s the doctor?” Izabel said.

“They’re waiting for the bloodwork,” Kaito said.

“Couldn’t they check on her before that?”

“Let’s watch something on TV,” Kaito said.

Izabel turned on the television and the local news was on, covering the opening of the first contemporary art gallery. The arts were booming, the news anchor said. The arts were having a rebirth. They, the people, were in a renaissance.

The emergency warnings were and weren’t a surprise. When the trees had turned, two weeks before, to the south of them, it was clear people were going to die. A lot of people. When the spring had burst, crawling across the Earth, shift by shift, across hemispheres and regions, the world had been thrust into crisis, calamity, again and again. The only reason the emergency warnings were a surprise at all was because of human nature. The idiocy of human nature.

The doctor finally came. Dr. Inaway, with a young man shadowing him. Izabel remembered hearing Dr. Inaway’s name going out across the intercom system while sitting with her dying mother. Paging Dr. Inaway. Paging Dr. Inaway. Her mother would say, “Well, are you a doctor?!” Then she’d shrug and say, “In a way.” And they would laugh. And her mother would cough. But Izabel and her mother had never actually met him.

As soon as he came into the room, Kaito’s face softened. They must have worked together before. They shook hands and held each other’s shoulders, how men do. It looked nice. And then Dr. Inaway shook Izabel’s hand plainly.

“This is Gregory,” he said, introducing his shadow.

Izabel and Kaito and Gregory all nodded their heads at each other while Dr. Inaway picked up the otoscope and examined Cami. Then he stood up and asked Gregory to repeat the exam. Dr. Inaway paid attention to him but also took the tablet off the wall, scrolled through something, and said, “Her bloodwork is clean.”

Gregory finished and the doctor nodded at him.

“There’s nothing wrong with her,” Dr. Inaway said.

“There’s something wrong with her,” Izabel said.

“That’s not to say something’s not happening, only that, physically, she’s in perfect health.”

“What do we do?” Kaito asked.

“Best thing to do is wait. We’ll roll in chairs that recline into beds for both of you.”

“That’s it?” Izabel said.

“We’ll see what happens in the morning. And obviously we’re monitoring her closely. If anything changes, I’ll be right back in here. I’m on shift until nine a.m.”

Before Izabel could say anything else, he left the room, with Gregory behind him. Izabel realized Gregory had never said a word. She’d let him touch her daughter and look in her ears and nose and she had no idea what his voice sounded like.

Kaito turned the television back on—a rerun of America’s Got Talent.

When the emergency warnings began, everyone in the hospital gathered in the cafeteria. They rolled all the air scrubbers there. All the med carts. All the beds they could fit. The oxygen tanks. They handed out surgical masks. They taped up vents and holes around pipes, everything as best they could. There were hundreds of people—patients and staff and a few stragglers like Izabel.

That was the day Izabel and Kaito met, assessing how much food there was, calculating rations. Malik chose both of them to work with him to figure out that particular problem. Izabel didn’t say, This is pointless—we’ll all be dead soon, but she thought it. She also thought Kaito was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen.

That night they stayed up watching news coverage of the dead. People on their porches, in their cars, whole families on their sofas. Someone wearing a gas mask took the footage and sent it to the local station. They showed his twitter handle on the bottom of the screen as the video played, @survivalsnotahoax. Izabel took Kaito’s hand.
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Izabel and Kaito left the reruns on. Every hour Luis checked on them, and every hour he found them still awake in the reclining chairs next to Cami’s bed. Eventually he offered them something to help them sleep, but they refused. He pointed at the button on the wall that would reach him. As if they didn’t know.

Someone on the television was singing for the judges. Someone who was probably dead now. But no one complained about the reruns. Izabel wondered if everyone was like her, if they wanted to bury themselves in the past, like her app offered, like the Turning hadn’t happened. But, no, probably not. They probably liked that the show was funny sometimes, and that other times it made them cry, when mothers in the audience cried, when children were darling. It was feel-good television.

On the second day of the emergency warnings, the second day quarantined in the hospital cafeteria, the local news featured clips that were sent in from all over the Northeast. In every clip, the survivors were wearing masks of all different kinds, kinds Izabel didn’t know the names for then, but would come to learn: half mask, full-face, canister type, continuous flow, self-contained, particulate, cartridge. Usually a family or organization had seen the warning signs across the world, and they had prepared. Some were still sheltering in their unsealed houses, their furniture and floors beginning to turn yellow.

“Kuchi-sake-onna,” Kaito said under his breath as the footage poured in.

Izabel prodded him.

“An old yōkai story my brother used to tell me, to scare me.”

“Tell me,” Izabel said.

“Just a woman who would go around in a mask asking people if she were pretty and then take off the mask to reveal that the corners of her mouth had been slit to her ears.”

“That’s horrible. What did you call her?”

“Kuchi-sake-onna. ‘Slit-mouthed-woman.’”

“It’s like the Heath Ledger Joker,” Izabel said.

“I thought of her as soon as I saw the trailer!”

“But in a surgical suite, everyone’s in a mask. Does it scare you then?”

“A little,” Kaito said. “But that’s one room. This is the whole world now. A whole world of kuchi-sake-onna.”

Izabel climbed into bed with Cami. She kissed the side of her head, on her temple. She kissed her cheek. She kissed her on the lips like Cami was the sleeping princess she so resembled in Izabel’s mind. But Cami didn’t wake up. Izabel watched her chest move up and down.

She remembered the dreams that she used to have in quarantine. Sometimes she was a tree. Sometimes she was the pollen. She ran the back of her finger down Cami’s arm.

More times than she wanted to remember, Izabel was the kuchi-sake-onna in her dreams. But she went around saying, Why so serious? like she was the Joker, too. She was as confused about who she should be in her dreams as she was in her life.

She reached up and touched the corner of her own mouth. And Cami’s chest kept going, so steady and quick. And Izabel finally fell asleep.

On the third day of the quarantine, the local news stopped. The studio must have been decently airtight, but without the air scrubbers and the oxygen tanks and masks of their own, they didn’t last all that long.

After the signal dropped and the television played static, Izabel and Kaito kissed for the first time. Izabel felt like Ariel—like if she hadn’t kissed him by the time the sun set on the third day, she would’ve been turned back into one of the humans that died.

When the news came back on, it was from D.C. They had taken more precautions there. Many of the government buildings had filters, oxygen, masks, plastic sheeting, tape, food. They were taking in survivors. The halls were filled with sleeping bags, and every outlet had a power strip with a dozen smartphones plugged into it.

Over the next week, the officials who hadn’t died were holding meetings. They were a smaller version of the government everyone was familiar with. They talked about the budget. They had scientists video-conference in with updates.

And it became absurd. When they started discussing defense contracts. When they started talking about whether pollution was to blame, if China was to blame, and if actions should be made against them, a show of strength. Or if not strength, then remaining viability.

When one tech company stepped forward with a plan, the government tried to debate it, restructure it, get bipartisan agreement for it. They approved parts of it and not others. They suggested ways to cut corners. They tried not to broadcast any of that, but reports got leaked. And the next thing everyone was hearing was that, with the help of the civilians in the capital, there had been a sort of coup.

The tech company moved forward with their plan. The roads that would be maintained were chosen. And then the robots appeared, moving through the deserted streets. Izabel watched as they demolished buildings and cleared debris past a perimeter they’d marked. The work was loud and methodical and went on for months.

During those months the new government set up a network for survivors to find the most successful strongholds and get themselves there. The hospital was one of them.

Izabel and Kaito set to work with Malik to create a safe entryway to the morgue, where people could be hosed down. And then they created a safe passageway from the morgue to the cafeteria. They wore hazmat suits as they worked.

Another team worked to expand the safe area past the cafeteria, to include a large waiting room that they filled with more beds. Another team washed linens, vacuumed mattresses, and wiped down every metal and plastic leg, handle, frame, and wheel.

The robots delivered food supplies, and better respirators, too.

Izabel watched the robots build frames of rebar in the earth. She watched them put in pipes for plumbing that kept spiking up for future hookups. They laid wiring in bright colored tubing. They put in coils for heating. The earth was the most complex she’d ever seen it.

Next they poured the cement. All around the hospital was a clear, flat foundation with hundreds of perfectly placed plumbing and electrical hookups. It looked like something simple was beneath it. It looked simple itself. It looked like nothing had been there before that. Certainly not a whole town.

Poof. History wiped clean.

And then the new town went up. They used kits. It was easy, fast, practically noiseless. It looked like colonies that Izabel had seen pictures of, set up in the desert, to simulate life on Mars. Perfect and barren. Their plastic domes.

Kaito woke Izabel up by shaking her shoulder.

“Is she up?” Izabel said.

“No,” he said. “Look.”

On the television was a breaking news story. In the middle of the night, someone had taken a weapon to the side of a home, slashing the sheeting, and a family of four was dead inside.

“Police are reporting that the family was having financial trouble and they believe this was a targeted, singular event. We will continue to update you as this story develops.”

“Holy shit,” Izabel said.

“What is going on?” Kaito said, straining his voice to keep it quiet. “We haven’t had a murder since before the Turning.”

“I know,” Izabel said. “They’ll get him.”

“A few hours ago they report that we’re living in a renaissance, and now this.”

As impressive as it was—the tearing down and rebuilding of an entire town—it still took too long. Malik died before they were relocated into the domes. Izabel slept for days and Kaito called it grief.

When she went back to her work of shepherding people into the hospital, people were coming in carrying their dead. Izabel held more than one person’s dead child while Kaito hosed the pollen off of both of them near the morgue’s drain. Izabel was grateful the suit’s facemask kept her from looking down.

Izabel had thought no one would kill another person again. Not after what they’d all been through. Kaito paced the room.

The next news update had the names of each of the family members, and photos of them alive and smiling. Karen and Peter Coughlan and their two children, ages two and three, Tammy and Tavi. Izabel felt sick.

Izabel shook Cami. “You have to wake up, mi amor.” She shook her hard.

Kaito wrapped his arms around Izabel’s arms, and her chest, pulling her away, pulling her into his chest. “You can’t shake her awake,” he whispered into her ear.

The Turning was ten years ago. 2032. That’s how people talked about it. Though it took more than that year for the world to experience the full effect of it, and less than a month for any city or town to all but die off. But it was easier to call it, vaguely, the Turning. To not recall which month took which town. To let it slip out of time. To let it become the generic past tragedy of the world.

The nation hadn’t even set a day of remembrance. No day off from work, no vigils, no annual way to keep saying goodbye. And Izabel appreciated that.

Izabel’s mother died enough months before the Turning that Izabel held on to the date of it—October 21, 2031. Her mother in the at-risk population. Her mother, early-susceptible. Her mother, sometimes called one of the Canaries.

Izabel tried to calm down in the reclining chair, but she kept her eyes on Cami. It’s been too long. That was all she could think.

“Distract yourself, Izzie,” Kaito said. “We have to wait.”

She knew he was right. She opened her favorite app again. She tapped on 2017. She would have been five years old. Even if her mother had shown some sign of sickness, she would’ve been too young to realize what that meant, would mean, for the both of them. She tapped on Today’s News.

This came up:

The DEP Issues a Code Orange Air Quality Action Day Forecast for the Philadelphia Area

 . . . On air quality action days, young children, the elderly, and those with respiratory problems, such as asthma, emphysema and bronchitis, are especially vulnerable to the effects of air pollution and should limit outdoor activities.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s standardized air quality index uses colors to report daily air quality. Green signifies good; yellow means moderate; orange represents unhealthy pollution levels for sensitive people; and red warns of unhealthy pollution levels for all.

To help keep the air healthy, residents and business are encouraged to voluntarily restrict certain pollution-producing activities by:

• Refueling cars and trucks after dusk

• Setting air conditioner thermostats to a higher temperature

• Carpooling or using public transportation; and

• Combining errands to reduce trips.

For more information, visit www.dep.pa.gov.

Izabel recalled the maps they made that tracked how the Turning had moved, as if they only needed to understand it. Just as her mother might have gotten this email and then refueled her car that night in the dark. An action that saved nothing and no one.

Izabel closed her eyes and tried to trigger goose bumps over her body in waves, like she experienced when she got acupuncture, which the acupuncturist said was her chi. And she could trigger it slightly. And she hoped it was her chi. She hoped something was moving inside her that she didn’t understand.

She stood up suddenly and went to the med cart.

“Put in your code,” she said to Kaito.

“It might not work.”

“Put it in.”

He did, and the cart unlocked. Izabel took out a syringe. Kaito didn’t have to say anything because she knew he was thinking, What are you doing? And he knew she was thinking, You know I’d never hurt her. And so she continued.

She took Cami’s foot in her hand and held the syringe next to the side of her smallest toe. This was the point that hurt Izabel the most in acupuncture. She took a big breath in and as she let it out, she pierced Cami’s skin.

Cami whined.
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