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			To Vivian

		

	
		
			What’s natural is the microbe.

			All the rest—health, integrity, purity (if you like)—is a product of the human will, of a vigilance that must never falter.

			—Albert Camus, The Plague
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			1

			“You’re Catherine,” Mercer said, crossing the airy vault of the office.

			Catherine stepped out of the elevator, trying to place him. He’d said on the phone that they met at a party, but she hadn’t been to a party in months. “Mercer Kerrigan,” he said, standing just a few paces away from her. It still felt awkward not to shake hands, but no one did that anymore. She smiled, held his gaze, and repeated her own name.

			Mercer beckoned her to follow him into the columned space of polished stone. Ten-foot windows let in masonry light from Fifth Avenue. A black conference table lay to Catherine’s left. To her right, neon tubes hung on the wall. Shaped into cursive letters spelling PURSUIT, they let out anxious hissing sounds, like the bug zapper at her childhood pool. “Nice place,” she said.

			“It’s okay,” he said. “These were a bad choice.” He flicked a switch on the wall and the PURSUIT tubes went dead. “My desk is in the back.” He led her around a covered billiards table and a folding screen to an area furnished with a desk, a coat stand, a facing ­aluminum-frame chair, and a dimpled leather daybed. Catherine noticed a pillow, blanket, and canvas satchel stashed neatly below.

			He caught her staring. “I don’t sleep here if I can help it,” he said.

			She nodded and thought: Attractive. Hawkish and severe in the face, his chin a little prominent, but good skin, nice height, and they weren’t far off in age. His deep-set teal eyes were like gaudy buttons sewn in their sockets.

			She swallowed against an itchy throat. This wasn’t a first date, she reminded herself—it was an interview; an opportunity you might be interested in was what he’d told her yesterday afternoon on the phone. And if it meant a paycheck and health insurance she certainly would be. She’d been without both since February.

			“Outside—that guy is with you?” she asked. Down on Fifth, a man with white-blond hair cut close to his scalp, a soccer jersey, and a knife-blade neck tattoo. Mid-thirties. Smiling at her, leaning against an Audi sedan, flicking his cigarette ash in her direction. “Fook, you’re lovely,” he’d said, in an accent so thick she didn’t understand him at first. He nodded at the building’s entry. “Go on. Fifth floor.”

			“Laird,” Mercer explained. “Did he say something? I’m sort of still working on his presentation.”

			“Told me I was lovely,” Catherine said. “Is he Scottish?” Scotland was a mess, the second-worst place on Earth, some website had reported the other day, just ahead of India, which was still cleaning up its two-year dead.

			“Clients love him, you can imagine. A real-life Glasgow thug. Have a seat.”

			She did, taking off her coat, draping it on the open chair. “I don’t actually know who your clients are,” she said. “It’s Pursuit? As in of happiness?”

			He smiled like she’d just hit him with a witticism. But she was coming clean; she didn’t know much about his company beyond the name. How could she? The website was a white screen with a phone number; when you called it, there was a beep and silence.

			“I brought my résumé,” she said, wondering if she’d been too flip. Mercer’s expression and that wry, measuring smile were difficult to read. She’d printed her résumé on heavy linen-stock paper as if to hide how little was on it: the Tramway Foundation job her mother had gotten her, her BA from Vassar, “proficiency in French.”

			He placed one hand on top of the other on his desk. “I was sorry to hear about the accident. That was in December?”

			April’s death had made a few headlines, so people knew. “Thanks,” Catherine said. “It was a shock.”

			“I can imagine.”

			Catherine never knew how to talk about her mother. “Accidental mother,” she sometimes said, with just enough crisp emphasis to signal that this was the truth. She grasped for a question to ask. “When did you say we met?”

			“Sophie Fulk’s place.” He laughed at her blank expression. “You don’t remember. You were with Krupa and Lorraine and that gang.”

			At least a year ago. More. But she could have been drunk or high. She didn’t remember him.

			“How’s she doing anyway? Krupa. Expanding her empire?”

			“We’re sort of out of touch.”

			“Why’s that?”

			Catherine smiled uncertainly. Getting dropped by Krupa was another subject she didn’t know how to talk about.

			“Prize bitch. I wonder why you hung out with her.”

			“I liked Krupa.” She had. Krupa Chatwal, a slim Indian girl who’d gone to Andover with Phillip, who clutched Catherine’s hand when they first met as if they’d known each other for years, and exclaimed that she was “by far” the prettiest girl Phillip had ever dated. Later, after two lines of Krupa’s coke in the bathroom stall of a West Village speakeasy (a place you had to know six different people to get into), Krupa had pointed at the embossed name on the toilet tank and then at Catherine. Because she knew. Phillip must have told her, and Catherine remembered feeling approved of—and then ashamed, and just as quickly craving another line to wipe all her feelings away. Catherine had thousands of dollars of credit card debt and could barely afford the rent on her tiny Bleecker Street walk-up. “I love how real you are,” Krupa had said later that night as if she knew these things too, her face so close to Catherine’s that Catherine thought she might kiss her.

			Krupa was a socialite, friends with models and DJs and gentlemanly rich kids like Phillip, but she had a job too, editing Muck, this art-and-fashion broadsheet run out of a storefront on Elizabeth Street, and she booked bands for a Lower East Side club, 62—bands who played loud enough to make your stomach turn over. She adored Phillip, who, unlike Catherine, barely drank and never touched drugs and plugged his ears at the shows at 62. Krupa took to calling Catherine, with a kind of punkish approval, “Phillip’s toilet princess,” and flew the two of them around in the Chatwals’ Gulfstream, to Paris for the weekend, to a wedding in Croatia, to a villa in Positano. This was all before the curfews and quarantines—before TX. In the first month of the outbreak, Krupa dragged Catherine and Phillip to restaurants, to house parties, to the Hamptons, to whatever was still open. Krupa swore everyone was overreacting, that you couldn’t take something called Texas Flu seriously. Catherine’s mother said that too. This would be over in weeks. The key was to keep your head.

			Prize bitch. Catherine couldn’t think of her that way, couldn’t dismiss the fun she’d had—running up her credit card balance, sweeping into parties at Fashion Week, topless sunbathing on the terrace in Positano. Catherine remembered one lovely pink-streaked dawn in New York, on the 62 rooftop, maybe six months before the outbreak. Whatever band was getting interviewed and a photographer shot Krupa and the singer against the railing. Krupa had pointed at Catherine and the photographer had turned and shot her too, a tumbler of Patrón in Catherine’s hand, her bare feet in Phillip’s lap. In that deliriously happy moment, she saw herself in the frame—the chestnut hair she’d inherited from her mother dropping past her shoulders, her long bare legs, her face in profile, laughing at what somebody had said.

			“I know why she hung out with me,” Catherine said to Mercer.

			“Your mom.”

			“More the guy I was seeing. But then he died.”

			“In the thing.”

			She tried to nod with the appropriate gravity, but Philip’s death had never haunted her the way it should have. They’d only dated for nine months and she hadn’t told him much about herself. He’d had this patrician, long-wave voice she sometimes had trouble hearing. The sex they’d had had been polite and infrequent. She’d wondered if he was gay.

			And so many people had died. Three hundred million, fifteen million in the US, roughly 4 percent of the population gone. An almost incomprehensible slaughter. Texas Flu was a nasty, virulent killer—it incubated for a week, becoming increasingly contagious until the viral load spiked: fever, fluid hemorrhaging into the lungs, a fatality rate of about 50 percent. It was novel too, a sort of genetic medley of influenza and Lassa, with the ability to persist in the blood like HIV, the product of what scientists called a rare recombination event. They didn’t know when, or exactly how, except the janitor at a Galveston middle school went into work sick after a weeklong vacation to Mexico and gave what he had to a few dozen students. TX—as it came to be known—moved quickly; a cough or sneeze passed it along. Within a week kids were hospitalized, their parents too, then cases all across the country. TX had started its nine-month sprint around the globe. Governments filled hospitals, threw up makeshift cordons in cities. Some countries tried to seal themselves off, militarizing their borders—creating even more panic. In the US the CDC ordered airports to remain open until the very end, built quarantine camps for symptomatic Americans, and transported the dead to enormous burial grounds, places cordoned as biohazards. Everyone knew someone who’d died. The names ran in lists, on the Web, on the news; Catherine remembered Krupa calling in hysterics when she’d seen Phillip’s and his parents’. Catherine had closed her laptop—she’d been scanning the names too and listening to the sirens on the street. Krupa’s breath had hitched and quavered. “Are you still there?” Catherine had managed a yes and hung up the phone.

			She remembered the fear rushing up and out of her. Crying hysterically into her empty fridge—but not, she knew then, for Philip. Because she’d been hungry and scared. Because she’d watched her neighbors, half-covered in plastic, carried out her building’s front door and into refrigerated trucks. Because she could smell a sweet rot rising up through her floor. Because she wanted to live.

			Finally TX seemed to burn itself out. The US declared the pandemic over, and haltingly—month by month—life began a stunned march back to normal. Curfews were lifted, travel restrictions were eased, public spaces and restaurants quietly reopened. Stock markets rebounded more quickly than anyone thought possible. Catherine had met up with Krupa and the other girls in her circle. A few somber dinner parties. Eventually some nights out. Maybe that was when she’d met Mercer? In any case, she didn’t remember.

			“Can I ask what we’re talking about?” she asked him now. Mercer leaned back, hands behind his neck. He seemed to be turning something over in his mind. “You mentioned a job?”

			“Ever feel a generalized sort of annoyance at the world?” he asked her.

			She tried to appear pensive, not sure what he meant.

			“To give you an example,” Mercer said, tapping a steel pen on the wood surface of his desk, then setting it flat with a click. “This other morning on the train a woman is peeling an egg. Holding it in one hand and peeling it with the other, the shell dropping into this Tupperware bowl between her thighs. She eats it like she’s in a ­contest: bam bam bam. Then she’s chewing and chewing and chewing, and I’m like: You hopeless fucking wreck of a human being. I can’t help it. I’m about three rows away, staring through my hand, catching the smell, seeing the yolk on her lips, the, like, membrane and shell on her fingernails. It took everything I had not to stand up, walk over, and sock her in the face.”

			The tone of Mercer’s voice had changed, picking up speed and volume. Catherine shifted in her seat. “Maybe you hadn’t had your coffee yet.”

			“I was questioning her worth as a human being,” Mercer finished. “You do that too, I’m sure.”

			“No.”

			“Of course you do.”

			Catherine swallowed against what felt like a sore throat. Most people simply aren’t worth your time, her mother had said over and over when Catherine was growing up. A pronouncement that had thrilled her with its declarative force—despite the fact that she knew all too well how April Mayville could lump her in with most people. She would casually disparage simple things her daughter liked—game shows, French fries, high-top sneakers—and then hit her with this chilly air of disregard. Catherine used to try mimicking it in the mirror: the infinitesimal tilt of the head, the merry sigh, the checking of the watch.

			“But you didn’t,” she said to Mercer.

			“I didn’t what?”

			“Sock the woman in the face.”

			Mercer trained his gaze on her. “I remember that boyfriend of yours. Sort of curly hair? Nice, but soft. A real slush puppy.”

			She let that sit for a polite moment and then asked: “Could we talk about the job?” A wave of weariness passed over Mercer’s face. He stifled a yawn and gave his cheeks a brisk slap. “Pursuit’s basically access,” he said. “We tell members where to go: parties, restaurants, clubs. We get them on lists; we get the next bag for their girlfriends. Also exotic stuff: A week at one of those islands where no one ever got sick. One member wanted an Italian sailboat outfitted with radar equipment and weapons. That took four weeks to sort out. Another wanted to shoot a snow leopard in the wild. Where can you do such a thing with the full blessing of the local authorities? Kyrgyzstan. Rich men will pay this, like, staggering monthly fee for a fixer working a headset and terminal in midtown. A lot of men will. With zero advertising or publicity, Pursuit’s a runaway train. But now I’m onto something different. Same principle: men want relief. They’re tired of feeling hunkered down and worried about the future. Which is only getting scarier. With these, what, propagators? You’ve read about these guys?”

			Catherine nodded. People who went around coughing and spitting in public. Kids mostly, anarchists. Nobody knew what their agenda was, or if they actually had TX. The Department of Health called them bioterrorists.

			“They only bring out the government’s Big Brother side. Those MED sensors? People think it’s just subway turnstiles, mailboxes, but they’re actually everywhere. Two, three per block. We’re blips on a DOH screen, just sitting here. Are you okay?”

			Catherine’s eyes were watering; she felt a cough coming on, just as it had in the screening center the other day. You couldn’t cough in a job interview, sitting six feet away from your prospective boss. “Do you have any—any water?”

			“Sure.” Mercer stood up, opened a panel in the wall, took a bottle out of a recessed fridge, and handed it over.

			“My dad cut his MED card up,” she said, taking a big swig. “Dropping off the biosurveillance map, he called it.”

			Mercer spread his hands as if that proved his point. “Men want a break from feeling fatalistic about the state of the world.”

			“Dad’s a little paranoid,” she said. The water had helped, but the tickle was back; she lightly cleared her throat. “Sorry—I just have something in the back of my—”

			“It’s more hands-on than what I’ve been doing with Pursuit. Which poses a problem. My debutantes in midtown don’t impress in person. I need someone with poise. Some honest-to-god pedigree.”

			Catherine almost laughed. He was flattering her—a girl with a three-figure checking balance, a coffee-spotted blouse, a cut on her stomach from climbing out a screening center window. Still, she liked it. She could listen to it all day.

			“I’m not quite ready to launch, so I’ll start you in the call center. Pay’s not great, but I do benefits, and when the new project takes off you’ll have an equity stake. If you want the job.”

			Just like that. Startled, Catherine tried to thank him, to ask how soon she could start, to ask what she would actually be doing, but a cough fluttered out of her chest before she could. She threw an arm over her lips to stifle it.
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			“Who’s she?”

			A teenage girl stood beside the Scottish guy, both leaning against the front of the building, standing in a wash of springtime sun. “Oi,” he said to her. “Oi. It’s Cathy, yeah?”

			Catherine glanced at them—the girl had short, slightly greasy brown hair, darker than her own, and it curled under her ears. She wore faded jeans and a too-tight crewneck sweater. Catherine pulled her jacket around her and took in deep lungfuls of the chilly morning air. It was going to be okay. It was going to be okay. Catherine repeated this three times over, as if casting a spell. She’d call the number on the business card Mercer had given her, explain why she’d practically jogged out of his office. She was fine, obviously, just something had caught in her throat and she hadn’t wanted to go on coughing in front of him. How soon could she start?

			Was she okay? It was Tuesday, which meant she’d had a sore itch around her tonsils for five days, and now there was this cough plus what felt like a thin ribbon of pressure between her eyes. Her screening deadline was a week from Friday but if you felt anything like a fever or a cough, you weren’t supposed to wait. The virus hadn’t burned out after all. It had simply become harder to detect until a host presented symptoms. There were antivirals now, but they only worked if you took them the minute you felt sick. The drugs were supposed to be carefully rationed—but if you had a good private doctor and money to spend, you could get as much as you wanted. Same thing with the TX rapid test. If you had a private doctor it took all of fifteen minutes. Catherine used to be in and out of Dr. Cohen’s on her lunch break. But no private doctors in New York would test an uninsured person like Catherine. That’s what the public health centers were for, but the lines were brutal and you heard about false positives, about people carted off to quarantine for no reason—and after panicking and climbing out the bathroom window on Spring Street yesterday, she couldn’t go back. Maybe she wouldn’t have to. If she started at Pursuit tomorrow, enrolled in the health plan, she could see Dr. Cohen that evening, or Thursday morning at the latest. Two days from now—she pictured it: waltzing in, getting her swab, her results. There hadn’t been a confirmed case of TX in the Northeast for almost a year, so she probably had a cold—people still caught colds. Or just hay fever. Or maybe she had nothing at all.

			Ignoring the Scottish man and the girl, she fell into step behind a dog walker tugged along by a parade of dachshunds. It was past ten in the morning and the Fifth Avenue traffic was light, the sidewalks starting to empty out. Budding trees in concrete planters threw mixed shadows onto the pavement. Catherine passed a hat and T-shirt vendor, a newsagent, and then a bus shelter with a bright red poster behind glass: FEEL SOMETHING, DO SOMETHING and the Department of Health shield at the bottom. She put her hand to her forehead. Cool, dry. No fever. One of the orderlies at the screening center yesterday had confirmed as much by gunning her with his temperature scanner and moving placidly down the line.

			Catherine told herself she was just run down. She hadn’t been sleeping well; she’d been dreaming of her mother’s car turning on the slippery highway, a tree rising up to meet it. She dreamed of April blinking at the EMTs out of her crumpled cockpit, her eyes like lights at the bottom of a sinkhole.

			The dreams were new, and reassuring in a way. Back in December, when the phone had rung—four a.m., her father’s tight voice, “this is going to be hard to hear, duck”—she decided the warm-water calm that filled her was shock and that it was perfectly natural to want more than anything, at the news of your mother’s death, to go back to sleep.

			It was shock. In the days leading up to the funeral, she kept going over, in this relentless, robotic way, the last conversation she’d had with April. Her mother had called her from Richmond, and Catherine had been too tired and depressed to conjure small talk. She’d simply answered her mother’s questions truthfully: the Tramway job was dull—rote secretarial work—and no, Richard Tramway hadn’t invited her to any benefits for the spring, and there was zero news on the boyfriend front. She might have been flattered by her mother’s interest—April generally preferred to let information come to her. But she mostly wanted the conversation to end.

			“So you’re depressed.”

			“Am I?”

			“You could get pregnant.”

			“With who?”

			“Whom. Any nice boy.”

			“Is that a serious suggestion?”

			Catherine heard April take a sip of something—the Chablis she drank too much of. “Say what you will about babies, but they keep you busy.”

			A novel feeling ambushed Catherine: pity. Her mother had been aimless since the Mayville board had forced her to sell her stake almost a decade before. Buying, furnishing, and selling a series of apartments in New York; sitting on charity boards; and carrying on affairs with a half-dozen men. What did it all amount to? Why had she called? But Catherine didn’t believe it was her job to tease out the answers. “I’m plenty busy,” Catherine had said. “Busy isn’t the problem.”

			“Well, fine. Take it under advisement.” Another sip. “I love you, sweetheart.”

			That was strange too. Declarations of love were not her mother’s style.

			The fundamental thing between them was that April had never wanted children and had left parenting duties to nannies and babysitters. It was how she’d been raised. April’s mother had died of cancer when she was five and her father, Lionel Mayville, had packed her off to boarding school the minute he could. Then he’d dropped dead of a massive coronary April’s senior year at Vassar, leaving her a controlling stake in Mayville Toilets & Sinks, the third largest manufacturer of bathroom fixtures in the country. Following the advice of her lawyer, April gave herself a dummy title and a salary in the low millions. She had no idea what her responsibilities should be, but that didn’t keep her from requesting marketing plans, spreadsheets, and sales reports as if she did. The board ignored April for as long as they could, even as they paid her extravagant travel expenses and let her sit in on their meetings. Catherine’s earliest memories were of watching her mother set her Vuitton suitcases by the front door and impatiently check her watch, waiting for the cab to the airport. She had Mayville company business in Paris, in São Paulo, in London, she said—though she probably didn’t. She just didn’t want to be home.

			Take me with you, Catherine had thought more times than she could count.

			In high school, Catherine would find her mother in the library peering at Mayville documents over a glass of champagne. “That figure there is the one that has to get bigger,” she would say. “If it doesn’t you call Julian and tell him to fire someone.” Catherine had figured out that this was just talk. Her mother had no real role at the company. And it would be only a matter of months before Julian Sebold—the Mayville CEO—allied himself with several minority shareholders and threatened to sue. In retaliation April hired her own legal team and sold her stake to a Swiss conglomerate, who quickly took control of the company and closed two of the Mayville manufacturing plants in southern Virginia.

			Local news reports juxtaposed layoffs of glaze engineers and pipe setters with the windfall April Mayville and family would enjoy from the sale. But April’s family enjoyed no such windfall—just April, who bought a fractional share of a twelve-seat Sikorsky helicopter, chartered flights to Gstaad and to a Patagonia ranch house, and committed millions to charitable organizations to stay on their social calendars. In the end, she handed an astonishing amount to a boyfriend named Marcel, a Lebanese real estate tycoon, to fund a luxury tower in Beirut. “April, I’m afraid, made a few unfortunate investments,” Geoff Jenkins, the soft-spoken family lawyer, told Catherine and her father when they’d gathered in his wood-paneled conference room in Richmond to read the will two days before the funeral. Catherine had long suspected her mother’s fortune couldn’t survive her spending of it; she’d also steeled herself against the prospect of being cut out entirely. And yet when Jenkins confirmed how little would be left after the various debts were paid—“thirty-odd, ah, thousand dollars”—Catherine felt the wind go out of her.

			At the funeral, she sat beside her father in that cold, crowded church and listened to the minister go on and on about how April Mayville had inspired people with her graciousness and style. “April had a flair for living,” the minister said. “A generosity of spirit.”

			Catherine wanted to stand up and tell the congregation that she’d never been particularly generous to her. She wanted to tell them about the way April used to wonder aloud if Catherine was gaining weight beneath her slouchy pants and sweaters, or why she wouldn’t wear makeup or even the littlest heel, or why she hadn’t been asked to join the social committee at St. Ann’s, a tiny Richmond girls’ school where the cafeteria had linen napkins and everyone wore white dresses at graduation.

			Catherine felt her face go hot and her eyes fill with tears as the minister ended her remembrance. They all stood up to sing a hymn and Catherine thought, Get back to New York. With the kids who never wore masks on the subway, who coughed with their mouths open, who wiped their noses with their hands. You wanted to smack those kids. Her father thought she was crazy to stay in such a crowded place. But Catherine was desperate to get back. She turned to look at him and instead saw her mother right beside her in the pew, her ghost face headlight bright, her long eyelashes fluttering, her emerald-studded ring like a medieval weapon. You’re your mother’s daughter, she said in a hushed whisper. A Mayville to the ground. Mayvilles don’t get sick.

			April really had believed that. She’d never worn a mask. She claimed she didn’t know anyone who’d died, which wasn’t true. Her neighbors were gone by the end of the first pandemic month. April simply refused to acknowledge their deaths.

			New York was where one was supposed to be, she’d always said. So Catherine had skipped the reception she’d done all the planning for (because her father wouldn’t or couldn’t marshal the energy), had driven straight to the airport and taken the first standby flight that would have her.

		

	
		
			3

			“Not to worry,” Mercer said on the phone. “I figured it was something like that.”

			Catherine propped her forearms on the cool kitchen countertop, phone at her ear, amazed at how smoothly he’d accepted her excuse: a bit of breakfast granola down the wrong pipe. “That’s great, Mercer. Thank you—thanks for understanding. People are so paranoid about anything that looks like a . . .” Symptom, but she wouldn’t say it. “Anyway, thank you.”

			“Start Monday?” Catherine couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard a girl’s laughter in the background. “And that other project I mentioned? Don’t say a word about it to Samantha. As far as she knows you’re just there to work the phones.” He then apologized for the pay. “And Samantha’s a slave driver, but just keep telling yourself the post is temporary. You’re learning the ropes while I ready this new thing.”

			She said it all sounded fine—but it wasn’t really. Monday was six days away. She heard the girl’s voice in the background again. “Dude, get off the phone.”

			“Good,” Mercer said. “We’ll have fun. I promise.”

			Catherine said good-bye and ended the call, set the phone down, and pushed it across the countertop.

			Monday. Monday would be okay. We’ll have fun. Focus on that. Because she hadn’t had anything that looked like fun since Krupa stopped calling, since she’d lost her mother, since Richard Tramway had let her go with a four-week severance in February (he didn’t really need her, had only taken her on as a favor to April; “Keep in touch,” he’d said). There was Maggie, an old Vassar friend, a curvy blonde who was always game for a drink, but nights out with Maggie typically ended after the girl’s third vodka soda when she started scanning the bar for any available man of comparable age to go home with. Maggie’s desperation embarrassed Catherine. She couldn’t hide it. “Know what your problem is?” Maggie had boozily shouted into Catherine’s ear the last time they’d gone out together. “You think you’re too good for this.” This was a crowded, dank-smelling basement bar on Ludlow Street—and a couple of years before she’d been in Positano toasting the sunset. Catherine felt exposed at the time. “Maybe I am,” she shouted back—a bit drunk herself—set her drink on the pitted wood bar, and left. A revved-up motor of superiority drove her all the way home, up the stairs, and into the bedroom of her next-door neighbor, the investment banker she’d lately been flirting with, whom she’d encountered on the landing patting his pockets for his keys. She ignored the smell of beer and cheap cologne that rolled off of him. Two things she focused on: his finely shaped jaw and the Film Forum ticket stub on his dresser. There’d been zero kissing, of course—you didn’t kiss people you didn’t know—and he’d insisted on fucking her from behind because it was safer. “Plus,” he told her afterward, “eye contact makes me lose my hard-on.” What exactly was she too good for, she wondered, gathering her clothes and jogging across the landing.

			It hadn’t been a good winter. A mouse darted out from under Catherine’s oversized radiator cover and she toasted it with her glass of water and drank; the water felt so delicious and cool against her throat that she felt momentarily brave. She wouldn’t let the mouse get to her, nor her cough, nor the size of her apartment—a narrow one-bedroom cut from its larger neighbor by a flimsy slab of drywall. She’d let herself be carried on a drift of optimism. She might even call her dad—she owed him a call. You’re not sick, he’d say. Her panicked stunt in the screening center bathroom had been rational behavior. Crazy to put yourself in government hands. Only sheep followed DOH rules. The job he’d think less of—so maybe keep that to herself. Just describe the previous morning. Make it seem like an adventure. Her first-ever trip to the center on Spring Street. Coughing in the line, feeling the stares drilling in, heading to the ladies’ room.

			So she called him, for the first time in weeks. “You climbed out a window?” he asked—his voice raspy on the line—when she was done with her story.

			“I couldn’t go the regular way,” she told him. “There were guards.”

			Actually, she shouldn’t have put herself in the Green Zone at all. When she’d joined the back of the line, she’d been confronted by sternly worded signs that read the room was to be kept symptom free. No fever. No cough. She’d told herself that it was only the barest tickle in her throat—and no way was she going to the Orange Zone, clear on the other side of the building. There were actual sick people there—who knew what they had? Safer to be here, Catherine decided, in this enormous, cacophonous space, lit by high-banked fluorescents. She listened to the whooshing from containment vents, the curtains raking back and forth across cubicles at the far end of the room, the nurses in plastic suits shouting, “Next!”

			But then, after a half hour in line, a run of coughs had climbed up out of her throat. She’d slapped her arm over her mouth, stifling them as quietly as she could. Hostile stares front and back. A space formed around her in line. A guy in a Mets jersey, strapping on a face mask, eyes wide, looked ready to launch at her.

			“Catherine, that wasn’t smart,” her father said. “Going there wasn’t smart.”

			“The DOH has better things to do than track me down.”

			“I wouldn’t be too sure.”

			“If they want me they can find me.” That was true. The hidden Department of Health sensors in subway turnstiles, mailboxes, street lamps—two, three per block, Mercer had said—read biometric data stored in your MED card or in those new indestructible bracelets they were making homeless people wear. The sensors relayed this information—your identity and the date of your last TX test—to DOH servers. Scientists couldn’t explain the lack of resistance—why you could recover from TX and then get sick again. Nor could they explain the isolated outbreaks that started flaring up and burning out in hopscotch fashion after the pandemic had ended.

			The virus was persisting in the population. Hiding in T cells was one hypothesis, undetected by the immune system. A small town in Iowa had been wiped out as recently as three months ago. Before that it was a factory in a Chinese industrial city—thousands killed. Before that a district in Paris, a village in southern Sudan, a swath of downtown Auckland.

			Officials said the best line of defense was vigilance. Report symptoms immediately. Yours. Family members’. Friends’. Get the TX test every three months. Ninety Days . . . It’s the Law ran the ads. Carry your MED card at all times. Don’t gamble with symptoms. Don’t travel if you’re sick. These messages had been drummed into the public through news and magazine stories and stacks of bestselling how-to books on surviving another full-scale TX pandemic—which would come, the scientists said. It was just a matter of time.

			Her father believed none of this. TX had obviously been engineered. “A recombination event? Such bullshit,” he said. TX was a weaponized virus, made in a lab. He’d told her so a thousand times. Which was why she kept the phone calls to a minimum. Too much of him was exhausting. Within weeks of the funeral her father was e-mailing her encrypted links to blog posts about the CIA and the CDC, written by conspiracy nuts—personal friends of his—who believed what he did. Massive cover-up, he would say. Why do you think they created the DOH? Actually it was hard to know exactly what he believed, or if something was truly wrong with him. Some days he seemed like a caring father who missed his daughter, who worried about her living in New York, who was maybe a little too much in his own head. At other times he seemed like a genuinely crazy person who believed government agents were tapping his phone. The last time she’d seen him, a month after the funeral, he’d been a wreck. “There’s no limit to what they’re capable of,” he told her. The house was a disaster—heaps of old newspapers everywhere, piles of smelly laundry in the hallways, two Canada Dry bottles half-full of urine on the floor beside his favorite chair. She stayed up most of the first night cleaning, a marathon session of Windex and paper towels and bleach that her father had said over and over again wasn’t necessary. But then the next morning Catherine caught him shuffling wide-eyed from the gleaming dining room table to a wiped-clean window to a dusted lampshade, as if on a museum tour.

			Her dad’s voice in the phone grew insistent: “You should come visit.”

			“Can’t.”

			“Why? There’s no job keeping you there.”

			“As a matter of fact,” she started—but then held off.

			“What?”

			“Nothing. I’ve got a lead.”

			He grunted skeptically. “How are you for money?”

			“Fine,” she said. Not true. She had eight hundred dollars in her checking account, her Visa debt was above nine thousand—and her mother’s estate would not be coming to the rescue. It was still in probate and Catherine’s share only amounted to about eleven grand after taxes. It would pay out months from now.

			“I can send you a little if you need it,” Jack said.

			She’d regret it later if she let him. “Dad, honestly, I’m fine.”

			Nothing for moments, then: “New York’s dangerous, duck. With that cough? A health cop could pick you up off the street.”

			She interrupted him: “I was in a good mood when I called.”

			“Come home and we’ll take care of you.”

			“We who? You and your weirdo friends?”

			Her father let out a frustrated sigh. “You know I can’t say—”

			“On an open line,” she said, interrupting him and letting out a sigh of her own.
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