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She had just finished disinfecting all the handles and knobs and horizontal surfaces in her home. So the woman sat down at her kitchen table to scroll through the news for the second time that morning. A few fingers of guilt tickled up her spine. But after reading some headlines, she almost dismissed it.

1,756 die daily in NYC

Small towns in Kansas now hardest hit

Researchers no closer to treatment

Stay home, stay healthy, advises nation's top doctor

1,253,000 Cases to Date

83% Approve of Nationwide Lockdown

Worst yet to come, experts say

Do the right thing: Report non-compliance

She had a family to consider, and she had done he right thing. I did it, she told herself, for the good of society. Then she called out to her husband: "Honey, come in here and take a look at this."

The man put on his best bright face and strolled into the kitchen. He put his hand on his wife's shoulder and gave her a whisper of a kiss on top of her head. He had always loved the smell of her hair, but now – now, it smelled more like disinfectant and alcohol than the tropical scent he loved.

"What's up, babe?"

"Just look at these headlines. I did the right thing, didn't I?"

"Of course, you did. This virus is nothing to mess around with. Got an email from work this morning – 53 company-wide in the hospital and seven dead. We've gotta think about the greater good. We have to 'flatten the curve.'"

The woman smiled up at him. "Thanks, hon. I know you're right, but . . ."

Three days earlier – that's when it had happened. She still felt bad for Mr. and Mrs. Epstein, but what else could she have done?

The woman had just arrived home from the grocery store. When she left the house, she'd checked her purse to make sure she had her pass in case the National Guard guys stopped her. Still, she had been a little worried because families of four were allowed only two trips to the grocery store per month. And it was just two weeks into the month and already her second trip.

When she'd arrived at the store, the line at the door wasn't all that long, just five or six people, all wearing masks and all safely distant from one another. Inside, there had been, of course, long stretches of empty shelves on nearly every aisle. It had reminded her of news clips she'd seen years before of similar stores ravaged by looting in areas of natural disaster or rioting. The only thing different here had been the lack of broken plate glass at the front of the store.

So with face mask and face shield firmly in place and latex gloves on, the woman had nervously grabbed a shopping cart and grimly set out on her business. She had needed only a few staple items: bread, milk, potatoes, and meat substitute. 

The bread and potatoes had been no problem. But there hadn't been any rubbery ersatz meat left after the early morning rush. (Real meat hadn't been available for weeks.) She'd sighed, wished she'd gotten an earlier start, and set out in search of a gallon of milk.

There had been only two gallons of milk left in the cooler – with two people already reaching in to grab them. She hadn't felt a bit bad about pushing the old man out of the way to get the remaining milk. She had kids and a husband to think about. The old man probably didn't have anyone at home. Besides, the virus would likely get him before long anyway. 

She'd first noticed all of them – and their violations – as she pulled into her driveway on returning home from the store.

It was that strange woman down the street, though, who had planted the first seeds of doubt. "Crazy Alice" they all called her. The woman shouldn't have let it bother her because Crazy Alice was, well, off . . . different, not-normal. And, besides, she was endangering everyone else.

Alice spent her days defying the order to stay inside, probably spreading the virus everywhere she went. She dressed in an incongruously eclectic ensemble of second-hand clothes – usually, plastic-flowered hat, red sweater, green sweatpants, and sandals with dirty socks. Looking as insane as she probably actually was, she could get no one to listen to her crazy declarations. Most people had ingnored and avoided her – now they shunned and fled from her.

She pulled behind her, everywhere she went, a rusted red Flying O wagon. And in that wagon was a statue of some kind. The little concrete or plaster man had something funny about his hands, had a bird perched on his shoulder, and wore some kind of clothing that looked like a man-dress or robe of some kind, with a string of beads around his neck. Alice also held a similar string of beads in her free hand, the one not attached to the wagon handle. 

The woman had found out later that the string of beads was called a rosary – some kind of incantatory mumbo-jumbo those Catholics used. That probably explained why Alice was so strange and went a long way toward explaining why she went around shouting those religious "prophecies" at people's front doors.

That last time Alice had showed up at the woman's front door – pulling her wagon-with-statue and fingering those beads – her message was even more ominous than usual. The woman peeked out through a crack in the front drapes and could hear Alice clearly through the closed door.

With eyes closed and head thrown back, Alice shouted her message. "Repent! The end is drawing nigh! They will get you. And they will erase you. Erase you! Don't do it! Fight back and pray. The camps are ready. They will erase you!"

The woman had never heard such blatant nonsense in her life. Here they were in the middle of a deadly pandemic, and crazy people were roaming around spreading germs
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