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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR SLEEP OVER

“A book that gains momentum as it unfolds, taking a truly panoramic approach to a worldwide apocalypse that’s both unexpected and unsettling to read. Highly original and recommended.”

—Cat Sparks, author of Lotus Blue

“Prepare for many sleepless nights. Sleep Over is richly realized, and I fully admit: reading the dozens of accounts of what would be personal hell was instead an absolute pleasure.”

—Andrew Post, author of Aftertaste

“Bells creates some truly memorable, haunting images and vivid scenes that stay with you long after your eyelids are closed. Whether or not you get any sleep is another matter entirely.”

—Mike Bockoven, author of FantasticLand and Pack

“H.G. Bells is brilliant in this chilling, down-to-earth tale that illustrates with frightening ease just how close to disaster our society really is.”

—Bennett R. Coles, author of March of War
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This book is for my friends and family. Your support over the years has been amazing. At last, here’s that thing I’ve been working towards my whole life. Thanks for coming along for the ride, and for all the help along the way.

Love,
H. G.


PART 1
THE FIRST DAYS


Foreword from the editor

If there had been a great bolt of lightning or a thunderclap, if the earth had shaken, if a blood moon had risen and cast a hellish pall over the whole world, we would have had some event to point to and say “There, there is where the end of the world began.” No dogs howled, no wave of prickling goosebumps swept over our skin, no measurable occurrence registered in any of the things we love to measure. The end of the world began not with something happening, but with something not happening. And because we don’t do well with understanding danger from absence, and most people didn’t know that going without sleep is fatal, the whole world began to die.

Every person on earth and in orbit around the earth ceased to be able to sleep. It was instantaneous.

Each one of the survivors that contributed to this collection managed to crawl through the seemingly never-ending gamut of the insomnia and emerge on the other side. It’s with many shards of story, each one a window into that time, that we can begin to see a whole picture of what nearly wiped us off the face of the earth.


At times I almost dream

—Graffiti on the roof of The O2, London, England


Did you know that, without sleep, human beings die? Because no one told me. I mean sure, us projectionist types, people that work in the night, we have messed up sleeping schedules. People in our lives are always telling us we need to get more sleep, get better sleep, sleep between the optimal hours of 10:00 p.m. and 2:00 a.m. (thanks mom), but no one ever talks about what happens when people stop sleeping.

We die.

And not like, in a few years we die. In a month. In weeks. In days.

In those early nights though, on that first day, hardly anyone knew that.

I went to work as normal, pretty groggy, but able to drag my feet up through the fire exit stairwell into my projection booth, able to thread up the first set. Digital cinema was taking over the world, but little places like us were last on the list for conversion. People in Lima didn’t seem to mind watching 35 millimeter film films, or at least, when given the choice between the more expensive digital ticket price and our price, we could at least hold our own against our larger competitors. I certainly didn’t mind projecting it; it was fun, and I got quite good at it.

Well, when I wasn’t sleep deprived I was good at it. That first day, after one missed night of sleep, I made three mistakes, but they were injuries to my skin, and not damage to the film prints, thank god.

Most everyone has missed a night of sleep at some point in their life. Staying up all night studying, worrying, working. So the morning after night number one, everyone was pretty sour, but it’s not like we knew the end of the world was beginning.

Social media had exploded in the night. #whycantisleep #massinsomnia #fuck4AM and a myriad of other hashtags spoke to the collective frustration and confusion over the lack of sleep. I didn’t use social media a ton, but that’s how overwhelming the response was—it still made its way back to me, even without a Twitter account, even without much of anything. Print news didn’t have anything on it in the morning, it was too slow for that; but all the TVs in the Tube and at the coffee kiosks had crawls of every sort of headline pulled from the internet. I made it to work okay and continued on, hoping to learn what had caused the night of sleeplessness after my shift.

As usual, I went up to the booth to be alone without speaking to a single other employee.

I threaded up for the day, feet dragging, head groggy, eyes sore.

I took my break by the freight elevator that we used for film deliveries. It was the only place my phone got any reception, and the best place to catch the news while I took my break for dinner, between the first evening set and the last, while most people were already in bed.

The news had an expert on to say something about how solar radiation can mess with our brain function, but we normally don’t notice it. Well we sure noticed it this time, joked the anchor.

At some point in all our lives, we learn what our threshold for detecting patterns is. For most of us, it’s three instances of something. Someone comes to a film three Tuesdays in a row, I expect them on the fourth. My bus driver every Friday is Julio, and he’s wearing a pink knitted hat and has a strangely spiced coffee scent wafting around his driver’s seat; after I’d seen his setup for the third time it was no longer remarkable. I expected it.

But flip a coin three times, and it comes up heads each time? Gotta be tails next, right? Even though the odds of it landing heads is exactly the same as it was for all three previous flips: 50 percent.

Which is why we didn’t get it right away. One night without sleep was still huge, don’t get me wrong, but like I said, no one had ever talked about a sleep apocalypse before. It wasn’t in the public consciousness that this would be our undoing. It was just something to excite the news media, to speculate over the water cooler about, to use as an excuse to say those terse words you’ve been holding back.

“Sorry, I’m just so goddamn tired,” must have been the phrase of the second day. Everywhere you went, people were grumpy and short tempered, sour and mean.

But that’s not what you asked me to write about, so I’ll talk about that first day, the day after the first night. Or maybe the first night bears a mention? I think there were two types of people that first night, like every night before that. Those who would lay in bed awake, wondering if they should just get up and do something until they felt sleepy, until they gave in and got up. The other type of person lay in bed and tried to will themselves to fall asleep. Some people have breathing exercises. Some people go to a happy place that their mind can wander around in until it transitions to a dream.

In both cases there’s a lot of glancing at the clock. Calculating. If I fall asleep right now, I’ll still get . . .—fingers tapping out the number of hours while the mind advances the clock—four and a half hours of sleep.

I was fond of the getting up method, just doing stuff to occupy me until my mind could get it together to fall asleep. The first sleepless night, I watched a show I was binge-watching, played a bit of Hearts, and had a go at fixing the HD antenna I had made from a two-by-four and coat hangers. I liked to stay away from screens, as in the past I’d found that it only hindered my ability to fall back asleep. In between each of these, I went back to bed, and lay there for an hour. Giving it a good try, of falling asleep. An hour was long enough to really give it a shot, but tolerable enough if it still wasn’t happening.

That night, it wasn’t like my mind was racing, or doing anything really. It just wasn’t sleeping.

I think people like me, we understood something was way more wrong, right from the get-go. Though you’re not really, really sure. . . . Until you see something.

Like I said, I bumbled around the projection booth that first day. I had six projectors to keep track of and run at the same time. The start times were offset so I could go from one to the next and do my dance, threading the film through their rollers and clamping them into the teeth that fit in the sprocket holes to pull the acetate through the aperture at twenty four frames a second. You only have to do it a few hundred times to get the hang of it, and then maybe another few thousand to really get the feel for those beasts. I’d been there seven years. Six projectors, twice each on a shift, five shifts a week: I’d threaded up somewhere around the neighborhood of twenty-one thousand times. More because of rentals and special showings, but also less because of the rare sick day.

So yeah, I was good at the dance. Got good at fixing things on the fly, too. On normal days, my hands knew what to do, and they did it without me having to tell them.

The first time I hurt myself was at number three. I was pulling the head of the leader (that’s the junk film I can get my grimy fingerprints all over as I’m getting it threaded into the projector). Down around the foil sensor, loopdy-loop around the soundtrack reader. Down over the big toothed roller that held it steady in front of the apert—clamping my finger between the intermittent pad and the toothed sprocket. I snatched my finger out from between the teeth and roller and snapped it back and forth a few times. No one was up there with me to hear if I swore, but I was never one to lose my cool, even bitten by a roller like that. It hurt, but there was no blood drawn. I’d done it before.

I was grumbling about it to no one but myself as I rounded the corner of the garbage chute room when I clipped my arm against the key, sticking out of the round doorknob. I did swear this time, but could hardly be mad at it.

It was just a door into a little recessed closet, with a hatch to the garbage chute. One of my favorite things was throwing old projector bulbs, secured in their boxes with foam padding, down that chute and hearing them explode at the bottom. Compressed xenon gas glass hand grenades. Usually touching that key was enough to make me smile with memories of hearing the echo of a spent bulb bursting, a shocking death knell from a faithful piece of equipment. So when instead I clipped my arm on the key and swore, it wasn’t long before I composed myself and forgave the key. I threw some paper tape over the jagged scrape that had left about an inch of my skin bleeding.

And like I said, I didn’t do anything that had hurt the film. But that third mistake was the one that told me something was really wrong.

“Projection?” came the call over my radio. They always said Projection, even though it was always me, on a weekday, always me.

I froze in my tracks. I had a network of hallways that led from projector to projector, and I paced them while I made sure everything was running fine, but until I knew where I needed to be running, I stopped; no sense heading in any direction until I knew it was the right one. I unclipped the radio from my belt, and pressed down its button harder than was strictly necessary.

“Projection here, what’s up?” I asked.

“Number two is—” I started running “—uh, there’s like, squiggly lines all over the left side of the screen,” said the theatre checker. “And it’s all out of focus. And there’s no sound.”

“Oh is that all?” I said, my voice bouncing with each step of my sprint down the number two hallway.

Indeed, it was as bad as all that. The squiggly lines were actually the soundtrack, and seeing them instead of hearing them meant that I had threaded the film in the gate inside-out. Worse, I’d missed the startup of the print. I should have been there right as those sprockets started pulling acetate through the gate at twenty-four frames a second. Why hadn’t I?

“Tell them I’ll be three minutes,” I said, then tossed the radio indelicately onto the bottom of the three film platters, unused and still. It echoed a metal clang from the radio skittering across it as I worked to unclamp the projector and set it right.

It only took two minutes to fix (hey, I did mention that I was a damn good projectionist), and I got it back on screen while it was still in the trailers. No harm, no foul. In hindsight, I don’t think the audience was going to be too harsh with me—not that I ever heard their complaints, but I could feel them, through the port glass that their films shot through onto their screen, I could feel them.

So those were my three mistakes. The two little physical injuries on their own were not remarkable. Even threading inside-out had happened to me once before. But put them all together in the space of an hour, and I knew something was wrong.

I went down to the office.

Prit, my manager, sat in front of one of the two office computers. She held a take-out coffee cup in one hand, up near her cheek, like she might be drawing warmth from it. She didn’t seem to hear me come in. I cleared my throat, and she sat up a little straighter, but didn’t turn around.

“I uh, I messed up threading number two. Everything’s fine now, but, sorry. Threading error, audience interruption,” I said. “Under two minutes, caught it in trailers.” She turned and nodded. I could see she was tired too.

“No one slept last night,” she said, matter-of-factly. “I’m following the news. I thought it was just me. But then Allesandro tried to call in ‘sick’ and Maria has burned two batches of popcorn tonight, and they told me—they haven’t slept either. So now I ask you, with this threading mistake not even rookie-you would have made: did you sleep last night?” Prit was always eloquent. Even as the realization of her revelation was dawning on me, I found myself thinking that she was always clear and precise with her speech.

“So no one slept last night?” I answered her with my own question. She shook her head tiredly. But to me, no one at the theatre looked any different from how they’d look after we’d had a big opening. After the Marvel/DC crossover, when we’d had the busiest weekend of our existence, everyone looked like this. Tired, grumpy, slow.

“But this is different,” I said to Prit. She nodded. Once I was aware of it, the smell of burnt popcorn enveloped us. It’s something you get a little used to, working in a theatre.

“No one slept, here, but we’ll see about back home soon enough,” she said, back home being Jodhpur, India.

“Well goddamn,” was all I could say. “What a weird thing.” She nodded and turned back to the computer.

“Be careful with the rest of the night,” she said. “Our damage deposit’s never been lower thanks to you.” Rare praise. I was hardly ever even out of the projection booth, and most of my communications with the other staff were about problems. Never about my prowess. So I puffed up a bit at this tidbit of flattery.

“And get a good sleep tonight,” she added with a sideways glance.

I took my leave and wondered about the oddity that was a night without sleep. It was something to gripe about, something to shoot the shit with the boss about, something that was a curiosity.

I went back out into the lobby, which I had to cross to get to my preferred fire escape. Maria was at the bar, but her back was to me, as well as a line of people as she frantically scooped burnt popcorn off of the batch of good stuff that sat in the popper. Another burnt batch. My god. The lobby smelled bad. I crinkled my nose and hurried to get to my fire escape stairs, back up to solitary safety and the hum of my projectors. If everyone was bumbling around making mistakes, even me, then I’d have to put all my efforts into making sure the rest of the night went all right. They were here for the films after all.

An older gentleman came out of cinema one and was walking slowly across the lobby when our paths intersected near the front doors. I stopped out of politeness, but also curiosity.

“You’re not staying?” I asked, knowing that number one was only forty-seven minutes into the feature, and that there was no reason for him to find it boring. Or too violent. Or crude. He was number one’s target demographic and he should be sitting there glued to his seat.

“No, I feel like going for a walk,” he said simply. We exchanged tired smiles and I acquiesced. There’s no accounting for taste, as the saying goes. He walked out our front doors and I watched him go. I don’t know why I watched him. Usually I would have been in a hurry to escape back to the safety of my booth. Usually I wouldn’t have even said anything to anybody. But something was different. Maybe I was just slow from the fatigue. Or maybe I’d seen something in him.

So I watched him go. I watched as he made his way to the curb to cross the street. He didn’t wait for the light to change though, and stepped out onto one of downtown’s busiest streets. A bus shot through the intersection and hit him. It didn’t stop right away, either. I heard the screech of tires half a block away.


Evolution Revolution? So much time for activities! Call if you still want to do stuff!

—Printout, with detachable phone number tags, on a cork board, Tamaulipas, Mexico


At first it was kind of fun.

It was all anyone could talk about, and we never got tired of talking about it. It was new. It was a small-talker’s dream. At the office, people actually seemed to enjoy coming in, just to share whatever new tidbit they’d learned. The omnipresent hum of the lights was perhaps a little louder and more annoying, but I felt comfortable in the familiar arrangement of desk islands in the open plan office. Comfort in routine, comfort in the familiar faces that had become my second family.

It felt like a sleepover; a weird thing to equate it to, but it was that same feeling of quiet, punctuated by “Hey Jenny, are you awake?” “Yeah. You?” “Did you know that we used to be diurnal?” and then suddenly everyone in the surrounding desk islands were listening. Ginny in sales spoke to Fan, manning the secretary desk. Fan was a young man quite adept in sales himself, but he was filling in for the usual guy, who hadn’t shown up that morning. He looked up with his huge brown eyes and I could see the whites all the way around them as he seemed jolted out of whatever he was doing. But then his lids dropped and he relaxed, and Ginny went on.

“Yeah, I was reading that we used to actually have two sleeps every night—at dusk was the first. Then we’d wake up and do stuff for a few hours. There’s records of people like going and hanging out in the middle of the night, like leaving the house and doing stuff, because everyone was awake. And then we had what they call the Second Sleep, and get the rest of the night’s sleep until dawn.”

“Well what the heck, man,” said Hackie, our IT guy, clearly able to hear just fine from beneath the desk he was working under. His name was Hakimoto (sorry if I butcher the spelling—even on his commendation plaque his name is Hackie) but I guess it was too perfectly like a “hacker” to not earn him the nickname. His sleek attire was a departure from the expected garb of “one who works in IT,” and I was constantly trying to steal fashion tips from his style.

“So what, people would like, go to a movie?” asked Fan, clearly more interested in Ginny than about what she was saying.

“No, silly—” ah, it was reciprocal perhaps, for how long I wondered “—it was before electricity.” Fan made some hand-waving gesture.

“So a play, then,” he supposed.

“No, no, nothing big like that. It was just for a few hours, and it was a quiet time. An In-Between-Time, some called it. I mean, most people stayed home and read or did quiet things in the candlelight. The ones that went out are more interesting because they left more of a record. Two sides of the story recorded then, corroboration,” said Ginny. Fan nodded and Hackie stood from his wire adjusting under the desk and stretched out his back. Shirt tail deliberately untucked? Or an oversight in dressing due to fatigue? Didn’t matter, looked casual and good on him.

“I had a prof,” he started, and it was like a sleepover again—this was the conspiratorial call to garner a listening audience, even though Ginny had already set one up for him. “He wanted to see how little sleep he could get away with having, so he started chopping fifteen minutes off of his nights. Each month he’d take it down another fifteen minutes. He’d been at it more than a year when he told us about it, and by then he was down to under four hours a night.”

“Jesus and they let him teach? Was he a mess or what?” asked Fan.

“Seemed fine,” said Hackie with a shrug. “Said he had a lot of extra time for things.” This was directed over Ginny’s table to Walt, who’d abandoned any pretense of work for the last several hours, and was methodically painting a miniature game figurine. “What do you think Walt, more time for painting?” said Hackie, trying to draw him in.

“More time, but more mistakes.” He sighed, tiny paintbrush hovering over his work, a slight shake in his hand translating to a huge jitter at the tip of the brush. “I’d rather sleep and get it right in two hours instead of effing it up and taking three to do a shitty job in the end anyway.” He held up the piece he was working on, inspected it dramatically, for our benefit, sighed, put it down, and leaned back in his chair.

“Quality, not quantity for you then,” said Hackie. “For my prof anyway, he seemed to learn how to live with it. Said he would drop right into delta wave sleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.”

“Did you ever try it?” I asked.

“Hell no, I need my full seven hours or I’m a mess,” he said.

“Seven!” said Fan, eyebrows up and making his broad forehead into a canvass of wrinkled valleys and rolling hills. “I need at least eight or I end up biting someone’s head off the next day,” he said, frowning at Ginny in what I guessed was an apology for some past digression, explained by a night of less-than-eight.

“Why is it so different for everyone . . . why do we all need different amounts?” asked Ginny to no one in particular.

“Did you ever stay up a whole night?” asked Walt after a pause in the conversation, abandoning his painting in earnest now.

“I guess kind of, but I went to sleep in the morning.”

“What?” said Hackie. “You didn’t have stuff to do the next day?”

“Well, no, it was during a vacation,” he said.

“And did you wake up in the afternoon and then sleep normally the next night?” continued Hackie, intrigued with Fan’s seemingly alien experience.

“No actually, I slept straight through to the next morning.”

“You slept for twenty-four hours?!” said Hackie.

“What? I had to reset myself and I was tired. Have you guys never—” he asked, seeing all of us aghast at his anecdote.

“No man, god no, how on earth can someone sleep for twenty-four hours?” said Walt. “You stay up the whole night, you make it through the next day and just go to bed a little earlier the next night to fix it.”

“Yeah man,” said Hackie, “unless you have to stay up that night too.”

Hackie upping the ante. He was not usually one to play the one-up game, so we took him at his word when he told us this.

“Two nights?” said Fan. “Wouldn’t you get some kind of kernel panic?” Ooh, throwing out a computer term at the IT guy; bold move, Fan-from-sales-masquerading-as-a-secretary . . . Hackie shook his head.

“And the day after too. Day, night, day, night, day— then sleep. Ten hours that night, I’ll admit, but after that I was fine.” We were quiet for a while after, mulling over these new tidbits, formulating the next part of the conversation.

It was a practiced repartee between us. Sometimes the conversation would begin in the morning, we’d be quiet and diligent workers almost until the clock was up, and then we’d resume like no gap had occurred between part one and part two of our discussion.

Sometimes we did this deliberately around our boss, and he joked that we’d developed some sort of group telepathy from being in the same room for so long. We enjoyed the notion and even went so far as to plan little bits of conversation ahead of time, to play into his rather charming idea. He would sometimes pretend that he was in on it too, and make some response with a wink, as if it were all part of the arrangement. I think sometimes he got lonely in his office. The rest of us out here, having our sleepover moments, and he, alone, doing—what could he possibly be doing on day three? What were any of us really doing?

Comforting each other.

I caught a glimpse of the boss man, peering at us through the venetian blinds of his office. He caught my eye, gave me a slight nod, and withdrew back into invisibility.

I think he knew that he would break the spell by joining in. It just wasn’t the same with him around. He was a nice guy and all, but the mood just sort of changes when the boss is around, no matter how personable they are. What he was doing in the office though, was part of the spell. He was the one casting it.

Other office managers told people they didn’t have to come in any more. Most didn’t want to be there themselves, so it was their ticket out, during the time. But not ours. Danie Greyston was the reason why it was fun for us. He let it happen, let us keep coming in.

Those first few days were a riot.

Fan cooked some phở for us in the break room on the second night, and we sat around and told stories of great food we’d eaten. Ginny brought out some cupcakes she’d made for desert, and they had had spirals of icing on them.

“What is this supposed to be?” asked Hackie, turning a cupcake over for inspection.

“Like a hypnotist’s thing,” she said, waving one up in front of Fan’s face. “You are getting sleepy, sleeeepy,” she said. Fan lurched forwards and chomped into the cupcake. Ginny looked shocked, then laughed and smushed the rest of it against his lips. He recoiled and caught it as it tumbled away from him.

“It’s delicious,” he said though chewing. And they were. Gentle orange flavors with a hint of cinnamon in the spiral icing.

On our way out that night, we saw the sway of the blinds in Danie’s office, a giveaway of his hasty retreat, perhaps from watching across the open office into the break room window. We exchanged some guilty glances, knowing we were having a good time while he was alone, in there.

“Here,” said Ginny, handing Fan one of the leftover cupcakes. “Go,” she said, gently prodding him towards our boss’s office. Fan hesitated, then strode forwards and knocked boldly on the door.

Danie called from within, and Fan stepped in, leaving the door open. Danie was behind his desk, some stacks of papers on either side of him, an important looking notepad splayed out across his keyboard.

“Gettin’ it done?” asked Fan.

“Lots,” said our boss. “Loads. Oh, is that for me?” he asked. Fan leaned in and presented him with the cupcake. Danie leaned aside so he could see us through his doorway. We were getting ready to head out, hats and coats and all that, but watching him nonetheless. He waved the cupcake at us.

“You are all getting sleepy, sleeeeepy,” he said.

“See!?” said Ginny. We smiled at him.

“Have a good night everyone,” he said. “See you tomorrow.” We nodded and left.

He always stayed until we were ready to go. Even on the nights when it started to get bad and we didn’t even leave—he stayed with us. Near us. He was never invited to our sleepovers, but without him we wouldn’t have had them.


“Move fast and break things. Unless you are breaking stuff, you are not moving fast enough.” —Mark Zuckerberg #movefast #breakstuff #DayofIdeas

—Front page of Facebook on their “Day of Ideas”


Can you even imagine being the marketing firm that had just launched the “Tired of sleeping?” campaign? The aerosolized spray meant to keep you awake? Can you imagine getting that email forward? The one with only the work “FUCK” in the subject line. The email that linked to the most popular clickbait site that had a list of Top Ten Most Likely Causes the World Can’t Sleep. Clicking it. Seeing your product at the bottom as Suspect Number One. Seeing the “We’re not saying this is a marketing stunt, but if it is holy fuck you made your point!” at the bottom of the page.

Of course we had nothing to do with it. No, we didn’t somehow disperse it in the atmosphere with those Falcon 12 rockets tests; no, we didn’t somehow fuck up and accidentally release a contagious form of our compound; no, it wasn’t a marketing stunt. I mean for christsakes it’s a goddamn energy drink, only in aerosol form. But because we were different and we were new, and we launched right before the insomnia hit, of course we were responsible.

My social media team was on it. But all it took was one goddamned wrong-footed tweet and we went up in flames like a moth over a campfire.

“@TiredofSleeping Looks like it works!”

What. The. Absolute. Fuck. Were they thinking? There’s no such thing as bad publicity? Do you know how many people died because of that tweet? I don’t, and I never want to. Some stupid ass intern thinking they were helping us out fucking threw a goddamn water balloon full of gasoline on the campfire. All us moths warming ourselves near the gentle and lucrative flames of energy products had our wings melted off in a fireball and plummeted into the inferno.

The ensuing Twitter war dwarfed any online spectacle that had come before it. It transitioned from digital to meatspace impressively quick. The reaction videos, the videos of people burning our product, of people trying our product, of that corner store clerk getting held down and sprayed with it . . . The doxing, the DDOSing, the office printer getting hacked and printing death threats and pictures of beheadings. The explosion at the Redbull factory was related, I’m sure. As was the mobbing of that research lab.

The talk shows that had experts on to talk in our defense couldn’t save us, nor could the hourly tweets we put out to educate the public about our product in an attempt to acquit ourselves in the court of public opinion.

We tried releasing the test results that showed that our product was actually pretty ineffective, we tried tweeting the videos of people trying our product and falling asleep (from before, of course).

Fake.

Liars.

Die in a fire.

I wonder if your canisters can fit into an eye socket; I am going to find out.

Tweets of the addresses of our employees, our distributors, the artists that designed the label, the freaking timetable of our release schedule.

After that, I packed as many supplies as I could and went to my friend’s cabin in the mountains.

For the record, we didn’t cause it. We were just the first easy scapegoat, and we were a sign of things to come.


Survive and try again; the world needs parents like you.

—Handwritten note in a “Congratulations, It’s a Boy!” card, Jackson Memorial Hospital, Miami, Florida, United States


People in the medical profession, especially in a high-volume hospital like Jackson Memorial, are no strangers to sleep deprivation. The morning after, I mean the first morning after that first night, everyone was just overtaxed. I think everyone had gone through that before; been up all night studying, or had to take a late shift or something. Us nurses especially.

And yet it was worse than that. Before, it was just you, just the one in a group wherever you went that had missed out on a night’s sleep. We were all used to having to cover for someone at the end of a huge shift, when they got sloppy, or when they were at the end of their rotation and were exhausted.

But that first morning, it was everyone. And no one was understanding, no one was accommodating. Everyone was off in their own little hells, sullen and angry and grumpy and just trying to function.

We were trying to keep up with a night shift that should have been quiet but instead was full of people who, when not asleep, had nothing better to do than worry why they weren’t asleep. So the people getting off night shift were not happy. And the people getting on in the morning were equally unhappy, having been up all night.

I sulked in the break room off of obstetrics. People were guzzling coffee. I dug out the old coffee machine that we had replaced a while back. The new one was nicer, but the old one still worked, so I put it to use, so there was even more java to be had by the constant trickle of people, all bleary eyed, all desperate to focus and attend to the day. I got out my sticky note pad and drew a smiley face on it and stuck it to the old coffee pot. It was a sad attempt at a peace offering, but I liked to think that a smile was usually helpful. A smile and a fresh pot of coffee? Well, no one wants to work with a sourpuss, so maybe it was more self-serving than I realized at the time. I stared at the sticky-smiley as the coffee began pouring out of the filter and into the carafe, and tried to heed my own advice. I managed a meagre smile.

Things were pretty standard at first. The tiredness was there, sure, but I mean the workload was much the same. We went about the business of doing our jobs, if not well, then at least adequately. Until around noon, when a woman was bussed to Emerg. in early labor. She was a patient here before, and her due date wasn’t for another three months. Her doctor was miraculously on shift, and I and several others assisted him in such a task as he hoped to never have to face.

It was all hands on deck trying to save a preemie and her mother. Dangerous, but not unsalvageable. Modern medicine has become so advanced, compared to our past methods, that we sometimes forget how dangerous childbirth is. You don’t expect a woman to die in childbirth, not in one of the best hospitals, with the best doctors, in a first world country. Well maybe the public doesn’t expect it, but when you are in the business of handling births, you know it’s a possibility. I’d lost one mother before, the only patient I’d ever lost, and it was as horrible as I’d feared it would be. She had gone into labor three months early too, which is why, when this patient came in to us after a night when none of us had slept, I felt the pang of terror and guilt and sadness hit me in the guts. Every patient is different. I needed to not have some weird PTSD trigger; I needed to be able to deal with women who were in labor three months early. I sucked it up and put on a happy face and talked to her.

When I asked if anything had been wrong recently, she said that she couldn’t sleep. The obvious was everywhere, with every conversation we heard that no one had slept, with every glance we could see it etched into people’s faces. And yet there’s something so powerful about denial . . . and also about childbirth. We got her through it, and that overshadowed what was actually the larger symptom of all encompassing, inexplicable insomnia. We didn’t understand the scope of it yet, even if it was plastered all over social media and digital news outlets.

Our second early labor came in at two, our third half an hour after that. Within six hours, every available space in obstetrics and emergency was taken up by mothers going into premature labor. Every length of gestation. Not all were early labor; many expectant mothers rushed to us with the feeling that “something was wrong,” which they were usually right about; it was a flip of the coin whether an expectant mother went into early labor or whether examination revealed an intrauterine fetal death.

We set up a triage for all the women coming to us for help. The ones in early labor were sent straight into delivery so we could try and save the mother’s life. After a few of those deliveries, we realized that we weren’t going to save any of the babies. I couldn’t yet tell you why they were going into early labor, but my guess was that it was a combination of the stress on the mother and the disruption of the neonatal REM sleep cycle. Or there was something else at work, something that we still do not understand . . . it couldn’t have been insomnia alone that killed all of humanity’s unborn, could it?

The ones who had in-utero deaths were shuttled to psychiatric, where we called in every available councilor, social worker, psychiatrist, or otherwise remotely qualified person that we could to help them cope with having their baby die inside them, and have to wait to have anything done about it.

The ones who were coming to us in distress, the ones at or near term, were sent for further assessment. Many of those, I am pleased to say, ended up giving birth to healthy babies. They were robust enough that the early days of insomnia were distressing, but not fatal. At least not until after they were born.

For hours, it was chaos. Running from one mother to the next, trying your best to do your specific task or pick up the slack when someone wasn’t there for theirs; god, it was a frantic, awful mess. And yet we functioned like a well-oiled machine, even with all that; we did our jobs and did them well, though sometimes maybe our sterilization practices weren’t quite up to code. When the seemingly never-ending stream of women finally abated, we were exhausted, shell-shocked, numb, devastated . . .

I was shaking. A support staff came by and handed me a Danish.

“Eat this honey,” she said. “When did you get on?” she asked.

“Ten,” I answered.

“Ten . . . three hours ago?” she asked, perplexed.

“What time is it?” I said incredulously.

“Honey it’s one o’clock in the afternoon.”

“Tuesday?” I asked.

“Wednesday,” she answered. She fished into her support bag and handed me a protein bar.

“You eat this right this minute,” she commanded. I did. I’d been on for twenty-seven hours, and twenty-three of them had been filled with the most death and sadness that a person could experience.

Twenty-three hours of the city losing its next generation. Even with the few newborns that had been successfully delivered at term being swaddled and warmed in the incubators, I couldn’t shake the feeling that they would soon face the terrible consequences that lack of sleep wreaked on a developing brain.

The grief was there, but it was overpowered by denial. Bewilderment and denial. It couldn’t have possibly just happened like that. Perhaps it just didn’t hit me right away.

I had a cry. The support sat there with her hand on my back as I clutched the protein bar and cried. It was brutal, but it was quick. A few wracking sobs that made my face feel like I would break all the capillaries in it. As it was, it just forced out a stream of tears from both eyes. I indulged for a moment, then took some gasping breaths which transitioned to quivering, deliberate deeper breathing. I wiped my eyes.

“Eyeliner check?” I asked the support staff, as part of pulling it together. She nodded. “Then we’ve got more work to do,” I said, standing. She held onto the fabric of my scrubs and didn’t let me leave.

“Finish it,” she said. I took a big bite out of the bar, chewed it enough, and popped the last of it into my mouth. She let me go.

I got on the phone to my friend over at St. Joseph’s.

“Angie?” I said. There was a tremor in her voice as she answered.

“You too?”

“All those babies,” I said, covering my mouth with my hand.

“Oh Maddie, what is happening?” she said, her voice cracking.

“I’ll see if anyone’s called the CDC,” I said.

I hurried to the head administrator’s office. He was already on a call; it was on speaker phone. He paced back and forth, with a cell phone pressed against his ear, on a second call.

The speaker phone line was busy. He slammed a finger on the receiver and redialed, keeping the other phone pressed to his ear. He hadn’t noticed me yet, but I took a step inside, towards one of the chairs across from his desk. I caught his eye and I gestured at the phone. He nodded. It connected as I sat, and we were put on hold. I ate a sandwich I’d remembered I’d thrown together before my shift. We were in a hold cue for two hours. Please do not hang up and call back; your call will be answered more quickly if you stay on the line.

While I waited, I went in and out of the office to help with other things as they needed me. I made more coffee, three times, sending grounds spilling into the sink on my first try. After I put on the third pot, I turned the chair in the office to face out the window in the corner and watched as doctors and nurses came and went without seeing me. But eventually people noticed and word got out that we were in queue at the CDC, and people trickled in to hear the call. When we finally got through, the administrator’s office was packed with people waiting.

As it rang, he turned to us, all his gathered staff.

“What do I even tell them?” he asked, exhausted. Someone picked up on the other end.

“CDC, hello this is Gwenevive, please report your location and situation,” she said hastily. I jumped right in.

“My name is Maddie Hopkins, and I work in the obstetrics department of Jackson Memorial Hospital, and today, all of our expectant mothers came in and either went into premature labor, or presented with intrauterine fetal demise.”

The operator was so matter-of-fact, so cold, almost dismissive, that it felt like a slap to the face: “What percentage of each, how many babies did you lose, how many mothers did you lose, and how many did you manage to deliver?” came the voice on the other end. Such a blasé reaction to the most horrible thing everyone present had ever witnessed.

“Um,” I started. What percentage? What kind of reaction is that? The kind where they were gathering data. No shock. This was not news to her. I was one of an unending number of calls exactly like this for her today.

“Um, we lost . . .” I tried to count the numbers in my head.

A doctor, the attending doctor who had dealt with the first death of the night, stepped in to answer, referring to a chart on which he’d done up some math.

“Twenty percent of the mothers. We lost perhaps 90 percent of the babies; the other 10 percent were at or over term. We delivered seven successfully, all of the mothers survived.” That felt good to hear.

“And they are healthy?” she asked again, cold, calculating, dry.

“As far as we can tell. But if they don’t sleep . . .” The attending physician’s shoulders tensed. Another nurse put her hand on his back to comfort him. I could feel an edge of desperation and righteous anger creeping its way into my gut, into my voice, uncontainable in my exhaustion. And certainly unquenchable.

“What’s going on? What do we do?”

“We don’t know yet. Monitor the newborns, and the other infants in your neonatal unit. We’re starting to lose them.”

“What? What do you mean, lose them? Is it a flu? Is it a virus?” I asked, desperate for her to elaborate on the one piece of information she offered us, so it was not just a one-way transference of mortality statistics.

“Turn on your news, there will be a CDC press conference on all stations in one half hour. It will answer some questions.” Then the line went dead.

The attending physician spoke to the administrator, his cell still pressed to his ear, waiting on another call to god knows who. The rest of us who were just beginning to experience the true nature of the tragedy listened to the exchange, hoping to glean some hope, some sense of the shape of things.

“They need sleep to form their neural connections. The extreme stress of it is going to affect the youngest first,” he said, without elaborating on what that would mean. Affect.

“If that’s all that’s going on,” said the attending.

“To your stations. We will save who we can,” said the administrator. He put his cell phone down and I could see that it wasn’t even turned on. That whole time, a dead phone pressed to his ear. Jesus.

We dispersed, and many people rushed with me to the incubation room. Doctors were already crowded around one of the newborns, trying to save its life. A nurse called out from another infant’s incubator. I hurried to help her. The infant’s eyes bugged out, wide, searching left and right, scanning randomly.

“He’s having a heart attack,” said the nurse. “I need the baby de-fib!” she shouted over her shoulder at the others attending to another infant. Another baby’s alarm went off.


Today’s Specials:

Insomnia Bomber: Four shots espresso &

5 mg of amphetamine—$45

Blaze of Glory: Six shots espresso &

800 mg THC drops—$23

—Sandwich board outside Confeitaria Colombo, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil


No one was buying my coffee, but that was okay. I was just glad that they were stopping by. I had a sign by the till that read CDC Press CONFERENCE: 5:00 P.M., and the crowd gathering were those that couldn’t be home in time to catch it. So I turned up the volume and passed out some cups of water. This was day two, after two nights of sleeplessness. The world was worried, but not panicked—not yet. Not when the internet gave us unending venting capacity, where we could let waves of commiseration wash over us from every angle now that the Eastern hemisphere had had their first night of insomnia.
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