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Coronavirus
looked like it was going to radically change the world. But if it
managed to bring people together as they commiserated about their
common fear, it also let loose a shuddering flood of suspicion and
generosity, xenophobia and acceptance, hatred and tenderness,
superstition and investigative potential.

Some compared
it to the 1918 Spanish Flu, but without the internet those who had
been affected a hundred years earlier didn’t know they were part of
a vast suffering community. With COVID-19, people from around the
world watched other communities cope and fall apart, their
favourite celebrities break down on screen, and conspiracy
fantasies proliferate. Such was the temper of the times that the
words of mad people online began to seem as valid as the statistics
of the disease, and statements from health authorities seemed to be
laced with fear and suspicion.

Into this
maelstrom of dread and mayhem, a small group of people found their
lives shredded or enhanced, as they struggled to survive the new
circumstances of widespread fear, contagion, and government
crackdowns. With the internet to fuel their doubts and delights,
they sought for answers from a system which had been built more for
entertainment than scholarly pursuit. Seeking to learn when the
pandemic would end, they didn’t know if they were constructing a
new community from strangers or would be greeted by snarling dogs
at their door.


 


 


They did the
best they could,

but their heads
were full of nonsense.
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Corona Vampire




Perhaps the
sudden ubiquity of the virus story, promoted as it was through
every new service in the country, came at the wrong time. Or maybe
Marcus was at his most susceptible after binge-watching Buffy
and Vampire Slayer for the fifth time. Whatever the reason,
when he fancied that he’d caught the virus, the path to its
mitigation was obvious.

The government
had led the crackdown with police, who were out cruising the
streets looking for people with the virus, or merely dog walkers
and smokers. Their powers had been greatly expanded with almost no
discussion. Although some civil rights groups spoke online against
the travesty of a democracy which turned so quickly to fascism,
most people accepted that they could not leave their house in
groups of two or more. When they went to the grocery store, they
had to wear masks, and that their neighbours were jealously
watching to see if they broke any of the rules. Tanya let her son,
a teenage boy who loved bicycling in the woods and sitting in front
a bonfire with his friends, go where he wished, but she warned him
that the neighbours might call the snitch line and he might be
spending the rest of the quarantine behind bars in close quarters
with hundreds of others who wouldn’t practice social distancing.
The snitch line was one of the few burgeoning industries, and they
hired fifty people a day even in Marcus’s town. He’d already read
about people online who reveled in the small amount of power and
fancied themselves hyperconscious spies.

Although the
authorities claimed to have the virus fully in hand, Marcus knew
they were just protecting a medical system that they’d previously
defunded. They were flattening the curve, they said constantly in
speeches in front of thousands, and that meant everyone had to stay
home and avoid public gatherings. Marcus watched the crowds clap at
such statements, and wondered, now that his occasional sneeze had
turned into a sore throat, how he might diminish the virus’
effect.

His medical
knowledge, if he were honest, was mainly based on the arcane
diseases suffered by those on Gray’s Anatomy and House
MD. He understood germ theory enough that his notions would
have stood out in the middle ages—when they thought diseases were
the work of the devil—but some of his ideas were less informed by
the medical shows—he loved CSI—and more by his obsession
with vampires.

If anyone said
he was obsessed, he would have pointed to the werewolf shows he
watched, and some the witchcraft sites he frequented, but secretly
he would have been delighted that they’d noticed. He’d had his
dentist—a Russian who worked out of his basement when he was
refused certification—file his canines to points and trim down his
other teeth, and he carefully avoided the sun so he wouldn’t tan.
His naturally pale complexion was assisted by Goth makeup, and when
that proved to be too expensive, rice flour ground to a fine dust.
He tried to sleep all day and only stir at night, but his parents
were too conservative to allow that, so he had to put in a
breakfast appearance before he told them that he spent the rest of
the day playing games like Vampire, The Masquerade, and
Bloodlust. In fact, he left the console loaded to the game
but he caught up on his sleep on the couch, its coffin-like
narrowness fitting for a man who didn’t sleep at night.

At night he
actually played the games, but he also went outside. There were
others like him, shadowy figures who only emerged at night, for the
curfews had locked down people’s movements so much that those who
could go insane locked in a small apartment would secretly creep
around the city under the cover of darkness. They roved in alleys,
each one alone and dressed in black, and Marcus felt like he’d
found his secret brothers and sisters. No one spoke—as befit their
ancient tribe—but they nodded from the darkness of their hoods.
With such disguises, even death could stalk the alleys and smaller
treed-over streets, and not be recognized. He liked to fantasize
about the police stopping death on his many errands, and how they
wouldn’t recognize him at first.

Other than his
nightly excursions, and the video games which kept his sane, Marcus
was starting to understand something about the virus and the way it
was transmitted. There was lots of information on Facebook about
how people who never left their apartment would get it, and about
others who worked in the hospital on the virus ward who avoided
infection entirely. The way that it was transferred was a mystery,
although Marcus knew enough about virus behaviour to realize when
his nightly walks turned dark that it was the virus talking and not
himself.

Rabies will
cause those infected to bite others uncontrollably, he knew that
from Cujo as well as Rabid, and Baculoviridae made
caterpillars under their control eat incessantly, and then climb
high enough to distribute the viruses when the animal was made to
self-destruct. Viruses were more insidious than just hijacking the
cellular machinery. They also changed behaviour.

That’s why
Marcus wasn’t surprised when the virus, which had developed into a
tickle in his throat, made him assist it in its spread. At first,
that merely meant using the towels his parents had set out for each
member of the family. When he did that, his symptoms abated, but
before long his throat was sore again, and he needed to do
something else. He knew enough about movies that he realized that
he was being driven by forces he couldn’t control, that the virus
was interested only in its spread and not in his wellbeing, but he
was a few days realizing how similar it was to vampirism.

The withdrawal
he felt when he wasn’t spreading, the fact that the virus had worse
symptoms when he wasn’t doing its bidding, meant he was being
subtly trained as a host. He was a supercarrier, he began to
realize, and his cough would remain at minor levels as long as he
obeyed. Like in movies, the demands shortly became more intense,
and before long he was leaning overlong on fences which separated
houses from alleys. After several of those attempts, his cough went
away entirely and his sore throat disappeared. Just like any victim
with vampire cells fighting their way through their blood, he was
soon coughing again, and he needed to feed.

The language of
vampirism became a way of understanding the effect, and Marcus
started to track how persistent his symptoms were and how stringent
its demands for new hosts. He wrote his nightly excursions in a
blog, carefully hidden from the government by using a series of
proxies. He related how the symptoms would disappear entirely if he
did one extreme thing which allowed the virus to spread. If his
strategy was less effective, like sitting on swings in the park
meant for children, then it might take fifteen such attempts to
work.

He wasn’t a
monster, Marcus wrote in his blog. He didn’t want to infect others,
but with the virus manipulating his every move, he had few options.
His nightly walks became infected with the idea of spreading the
virus, and before long he was venturing into the open where he
touched the glass doors of shops and spit on parked police cars—as
long as no cops were around. Each time his symptoms returned, he
upped his game, and before long he was volunteering to shop for his
parents so that he could touch oranges and bananas in the
store.

His own
infection would come and go depending on his behaviour, but like
any addict he believed he was able to control it. He kept the virus
at a mere tickle in his throat for a whole week merely by brushing
flowers and shrubs along the street where people would touch them
when they walked by. Another time he collected his spit into a vial
and poured that into the duck pond, where, theoretically, ducks
would carry it to the far reaches of the earth.

Marcus was
amazed by his own inventiveness, or rather that of his infection,
for he scrawled letters to send to strangers and sealed them with
his salvia, and touched the side of a bus waiting for a light. Each
action, although minor in itself, meant that he was probably
responsible for thousands of infections and dozens of deaths. He
started to monitor the infections in his town, and when a sudden
outbreak led to June, who lived at the end of the main road, being
hospitalized, he knew he was at fault. He’d rubbed her door handle
on one of his treks through the town, but if she needed to die so
that he should live, that was a price that he had to pay for being
a vampire.

The unfairness
of it had occurred to him. Vampires purchased eternal life by
murdering people, but all he achieved was a momentary delay of
symptoms. Only a fraction of those who came into contact with a
surface had a chance of being infected with his germs and even
fewer would become noticeably sick, but he had to work, or at least
the virus did, with what he had.

That Marcus
would eventually be found out was perhaps inevitable. He remembered
the caterpillars who crawled to their deaths merely because they
were controlled by a virus. In his case, June had returned home.
She saw him from her window one night and called the police and
they cornered him between the hardware store and the gas station.
He was touching each one of the gas pumps, spreading his virus so
that his symptoms would abate when the police pulled in front of
him and threatened to shoot if he moved.

The light
hurting his skin, Marcus stood still while they assembled their
protective gear and then came over to him with sticks to flip back
his hoodie.

“Now what do we
have here.” The older cop licked his lips. “Looks like someone
breaking quarantine.”

“He’s just a
kid.” The woman cop sounded like his mother.

“So what were
you doing over here at the gas station?” He thrust the stick into
Marcus’s chest and he almost fell over.

“I was—” It was
hard to explain. “Checking the pumps to see if they’re on. My
parents wanted to gas up the Nissan but they won’t do it during the
day. Too many infected people around.”

Both officers
nodded approvingly. They were fans of anything which increased the
paranoia.

The woman was
the smarter of the two. “And what did you find?”

“I couldn’t
really tell.” Marcus hadn’t thought that far ahead in his plan. “I
don’t know anything about this.” He almost swore but held himself
back.

They poked his
identification with a stick when he placed it on the ground and
then gestured for him to put it back in his pocket.

“You better get
home.” The man approached him until he was less than a hand’s
breadth from his face. “And you better start wearing a mask. That
alone could cost you a thousand and a month in jail.”

His breath
stank of pastrami, but Marcus merely nodded, backing away
automatically into the declared distancing of the lockdown.

“You head home,
son,” the woman gestured to her partner and they got back into
their car.

Still
hyperventilating from the close call, Marcus was getting angry. As
soon as they were out of sight he spit on the pump handles and felt
the virus rejoice. It seemed to give him an extra boost of
adrenaline, and as long as he could summon up salvia, he spit on
everything in sight on the way home.

His mood sank
immediately when he saw the lights in his living room.

“What were you
thinking? Having the police call?” His father had met him at the
door.

“I never told
anyone to call.” His excuse sounded feeble, even to himself.

“Sneaking out
at night. What are you doing? Meeting your friends?”

“Just walking.
I’m going crazy cooped up in here. Exercise. I need some
exercise.”

That was a
stroke of genius. His parents were always on him to exercise more
and get away from Netflix and gaming, and now he’d beat them at
their own game.

“You want to
work out? You should use those weights we got you last year.” His
father was still annoyed but the sharpness was gone from his voice.
Marcus considered mentioning that the weights hadn’t been meant for
him, but he merely nodded.

“You could get
it, you know?” His mother warned. “And then bring it home. Bring it
to us, and we’re in the demographic. Your father used to be a
smoker. You want him to die?”

Marcus knew she
would be more difficult to placate, but he edged toward his
basement room as they turned on each other. He wondered secretly if
they were already infected, and therefore the virus was protecting
itself by taking care of its main host. There was no way to prove
he was the only host, however, unless . . .

Marcus scoured
the internet for several hours, and the sun was high in the sky
when he finally went to bed, his throat sore and his cough
intermittent. He set his alarm for breakfast and shielded himself
from the light when he joined his reproachful parents at breakfast.
He played along with their stories of people who’d become sick in
their community. Like many in town, they blamed Preacher Jeffries
because he wouldn’t shut his church, and the out-of-province people
who lived near June and had infected her, but Marcus knew who was
really to blame. He listened to the list of cases with the illness
with a dark glee. He was well because others were sick, and when he
went out in the night again, he would spread even more illness.

Although he was
careful not to cough over breakfast and lunch, and downstairs he
coughed into his pillow, his exacerbated illness was the way he
found another way to spread the virus that it would accept. Even
the virus had to come to terms with the conditions of the lockdown.
As a host, Marcus was confined to the house, for when he went
upstairs for dinner, he saw that his father had screwed a wind
chime into the ceiling. It was impossible to open either door
without the chime stirring, and Marcus knew that spraying it with
silly string would be noticeable the next morning.

Coffined as
surely as though he’d been trapped in an ancient castle with Van
Helsing, he began to pace back and forth. His throat became sore,
and he had difficulty swallowing. He went back to the computer,
looking for others like himself, and when he found none—for they
were likely hiding their true identity as carriers—he debated how
to call one into the open. He could merely ask others to speak up,
but he knew they wouldn’t. He also would ignore such a summons; it
could only be a trap. He needed to scare them into the open by
showing that he understood.

It came to him
by accident when he was commenting under a science story about the
virus. His cough came more frequently as he wrote about how the
virus was invested by the military and sent out into the public as
a global plot to reduce population. He didn’t really believe it,
but he’d taken the notion from someone’s comment on another story.
They’d collected over a thousand likes, and he thought if he made
the same statement, he might become a bit of a celebrity too.

The viral world
of the internet attracted lots of people, and he wasn’t the only
one trolling so that they would get noticed, but after he made the
statement, his throat felt better. He experimented with another
site. In this case it was a newspaper. He said the virus had
already spread through the community the year before but no one had
noticed. On another site he said it was no more deadly than the
flu, and he added a chart about whooping cough, modified slightly
to resemble one about the latest virus. By the time dawn came his
cough was gone and he was sipping orange juice his mother had made
for breakfast.

His claims had
become increasingly outlandish as the night had gone on, but he was
fighting in a shark tank. Others like himself, likely saddled with
the same controlling virus, were posting their own misinformation.
Some said there were no cases at all, and one man claimed to know a
guy who worked in a morgue who’d been told to claim all deaths as
linked to the virus even though some of them were car accents and
others were obviously due to different symptoms. He competed by
talking about the illuminati, about the Chinese hoax, about how
they caused it all, it wasn’t real, it had been released by the
military as a human experiment, and about how world leaders had the
virus and that’s what caused them to enact policies which spread it
farther.

He had finally
found his community. Although they had to creep about secretly at
night so that they could obey their viral leaders, online they
could work at any given time. In search of viral videos—pretty
obvious how they got their names—they spliced real information into
false and then presented it as a news broadcast. Marcus was with
them. He understood on a genetic level what they were doing and was
happy to play a part in the project. Even if he wasn’t ever allowed
outside again—and one of the viral messages on a Facebook video
claimed the quarantine would last a year—he could shed virus all
over the internet. Although his kill rate wouldn’t be as high as
when he’d haunted his neighbourhood, he could still be the ultimate
viral soldier.

Some thought—he
wrote on one site—that people in a pandemic died by getting the
virus. “It’s not the virus at all. It’s misinformation.
Disinformation. That’s killing people.”

While people
hid in their homes and trembled that the virus was coming to get
them, Marcus gave them the false solace of lies. The infection
is over, it’s just beginning, it never existed, and it’s going to
kill fifty percent of the population. That would increase their
stress levels, make them ignore medical authorities, and send
others into the street to protest the quarantine.

His throat
clear and his cough a thing of the past, Marcus began to spend as
much time online as he’d spent gaming, and his aim was the same. He
was going to slay the monster and get the prize. The monster was
truth and the prize his own throat.


COVID Lover


When the
lockdown began he couldn’t picture it changing his life. Working
from home wasn’t a burden and like everyone else he was continually
distracted from his job by easier access to the internet. Like
them, he took the emergency as a chance for a partial vacation. His
neighbours were in the same situation. They looked out from their
doors at midday like moles, at night TV screens blued their
windows, and their kids played in the yard on leashes like
dogs.

Because he
normally wasn’t home during the week, he couldn't tell if he was
watching typical neighbourhood interactions or if society was
slowly breaking down while he took conference calls and sent
emails. The first indication he had of a shift was when he found a
strange note in his mailbox Tuesday morning. Mail delivery had been
suspended for the emergency, so he hadn’t been checking the floor
of his porch for messages, but on Tuesday the sun was warm enough
that he took his coffee to the unheated porch. The note was on
blank card stock and wasn’t in an envelope. It merely said, in
quite neat cursive, that he should turn out all his lights and
close his curtains on Thursday night at 10:30. Also, the note
added, “Unlock your door.”

His coffee
cooled on the windowsill as he looked at the note, trying to
squeeze more information from it than its words allowed. If it
warned of a planned break-in, it was the strangest one he could
imagine. Who would warn me? And in that way? It said nothing
about him leaving the house, and with the curfew he couldn’t, so it
wasn’t a planned burglary from a polite if cryptic robber. What
did they want?

He turned it
over, looking at the paper. That momentarily made him think of the
television detective show trick of shading the page to see what had
been pressed into it before, but he remembered that only working on
the blank pad, not on a note in hand. He smelled it. It smelled
like paper. The handwriting looked like a woman’s, but he’d been
wrong about that before.

The next
morning, when he glanced through the window at the porch floor
under the mailbox, he noticed his coffee had frozen and the cup
that had contained it was sprayed in fragments onto the floor.
That’s when he realized he’d been more than a little distracted by
the note. It was Wednesday, and with no clearer instructions, he
was at a loss what to do. He thought about cleaning the house, as
if to prepare for a visitor, but if he was being invaded that would
be a poor use of his time. He thought about what weapons were handy
in close quarters, and imagined a baseball bat with spikes sticking
from it. He’d seen that used in a zombie movie and had been
impressed with its brutish efficiency.

Perhaps what
held him back from either laying out a meal to serve in the dark or
preparing to attack, was his unfounded suspicion that someone had
noticed him. Although he worked during the day, and didn’t return
until after dark in the winter, he’d dug through his garden enough
times in the spring and summer that one of his neighbours might
have seen him and thought about a clandestine visit. With nothing
more than those suspicions to direct his behaviour, he swept the
house, tidied up the living room, changed the sheets on his bed,
and made sure he had easy access to a box of condoms.

When the light
began to fade from the sky and the evening star came out, he felt
like a fool. It might all be a prank. His friends defying the
curfew to celebrate the fake birthday he’d registered on Facebook.
Neighbourhood kids ready with infrared goggles and a camera for his
humiliation, hoping their video would become viral.

He shut down
his computer and unlocked both the porch door and the inside door.
He often left them unlocked when people were coming over, even if
he was in the shower or doing laundry, but he felt particularly
vulnerable as he glanced at the clock, and then turned out the
light.

By 10:25 he was
sitting in the dark feeling foolish, like a senile old man who’d
misinterpreted a note from the electricity company. A minute later
and he was tempted to lock the door. To call the whole thing off.
He was risking too much. He suddenly thought of his wallet on the
shelf in his bedroom. He might be robbed. At 10:27 he was watching
the red-lit dial on his clock and licking his lips. He stifled the
impulse to reach out to the lamp.

By 10:28 he was
starting to get an erection. He imagined her lithe form slipping
through the door in the dark and joining him on the couch. He
pushed away the fantasy. That would only make it worse if the
Thursday evening appointment turned out to be kids with a camera.
And him sitting in the dark with an erection. He flushed to think
of it, and then stretched out his arm to turn on the light.

That’s when he
heard the front door creak. He hesitated in mid reach, listening as
the porch door opened and then closed. When the inside door opened
and a darker shadow crept along the wall near the stairs, he
listened to the person take off their shoes. They closed the door
behind them and he heard the swish of a coat hung on the
banister.

“Hello?” he
said into the darkness.

“Shush,” was
the reply. His greeting—if that’s what it was—had given the person
his location, and he listened to the cat paws of stocking feet
brushing the hardwood floor as they came toward him. He shuffled
over on the couch to give them room and saw the shadow pass the
faint light creeping through the curtains. She was graceful, as she
slid in beside him, and then laid down to place her legs over his.
He automatically put his hands on top of her legs, feeling the
chilliness of her bare skin where she’d been in the cold without
leggings.

He began to rub
her legs, feeling along her shins and her knees and up her thighs.
She stretched and he felt her muscles move under her skin. He
didn’t know what was expected of him. He’d had other lovers, and
he’d had sex in the dark, but that had been with women he’d known.
He didn’t know who she was or what she wanted, although he was
getting a better impression of what she wanted all the time.

She scrunched
down on the couch, shoving her bum against his leg, and he
continued his explorations. As soon as he reached too high on her
thighs, however, she began to move, swinging her body up and around
him until she was sitting on his lap. Her lips were soft and she
smelled slightly of cigarette smoke. Tentatively, since it was
their first time together, they kissed and then pressed their lips
to cheek and neck. She lifted off her top once he was kissing her
shoulder and he moved further down.

He had set out
some condoms on the end table, and that proved to be fortunate, for
before long they were naked and pressed against each other. He
delighted in the feel of her, her soft need against him, and she
helped him slide on the condom after he tore open the package and
threw it on the floor. Once he was inside her she moved languidly,
as if they were underwater, and he used his hands to support and
further stimulate her. She was kissing him when she orgasmed, and
she leaned her weight on him and cried into his mouth. His orgasm
was inspired by hers, and before long they collapsed onto each
other panting and sweaty.

In the back of
his mind he expected a big reveal. He thought she would reach over
to the light and show him the neighbour he’d seen in the grocery
store aisle, or the woman from work he’d neglected to observe.
Instead, she lifted herself off him, patted his cheek, leaned in to
kiss his forehead while her breasts touched his face, and then
assembled her clothes. Still without saying anything, she dressed,
and put on her shoes before she opened the door.

He would have
loved to know who she was, to have had her revealed in the
lamplight, her beautiful body that was still imprinted on his made
into an image he might remember, but he could tell that’s not what
she wanted, so he merely sat on the couch while she walked down the
sidewalk. He could have run to the window and pulled back the
curtains to reveal what house she ducked into, or what brand of car
carried her away, but he waited a minute and then turned on the
lamp.

Shaking his
head at the experience, he picked up the condom package and put it
in the trash with the condom which was falling off. Of all times
to start something, it comes up during a lockdown over a
pandemic. He wondered if he was starting something, or if she’d
had enough and was now going back to her regular life. A
burglar, he laughed at his earlier thought. More like a
hit-and-run lover.

He replayed the
interaction in his head before he went to sleep, and his
distraction was noted the next day in a zoom meeting. His boss
requested a private meeting after, and he told him that the
lockdown was affecting everyone.

“Are you
OK?”

“Fine,” he
suppressed a giggle.

“We have
counselling services for all of our workers who are suffering from
the stress. You live alone?”

He imagined her
body against his before he nodded.

“It’s worse
when you have nobody.” His boss winced at his poor word choice and
then bulled through. “If you feel depressed, or if you are finding
the solitude hard to handle, you reach out, OK?”

He was just as
happy when the conversation was over. His boss’ plaintive attempt
to imitate those concerned managers he’d seen on television was
embarrassing. His distraction had an entirely different cause, as
he was looking at each of his female coworkers with different eyes.
She’d had a particular body type, but with everyone in sweatpants
and baggy shirts he found the size of women difficult to judge.

In subsequent
meetings he continued his search, and when he went to the grocery
store he looked at the women around him as well as those working
the till behind the Plexiglas barriers meant to prevent infection.
He could have switched on the light, he reminded himself, but he
was torn between honouring her wish for anonymity and his interest
in her identity. A young woman walking her dog moved away from his
gaze as he neared his house, and the woman across the street
hesitated before she returned his wave. He was in danger of
becoming a neighbourhood pervert, he cautioned himself. Calm
down. Relax.

The question
that loomed larger in his mind as the week ended, was if she would
come back. He worried about his prowess, and whether they fit
together as much as her orgasm seemed to indicate. He began to
check the mailbox three times a day, waiting for another plain
white card with a time on it.

By the
following week, he’d given up on her. Perhaps she’d come for the
adventure, and didn’t require a follow up investigation. Perhaps
she worried that he would find out who she was, find out about the
husband sitting at home or the child left in the night while she
crept into his porch. He thought about leaving the doors unlocked,
but decided instead to wait for another note.

He’d checked
the mailbox on Tuesday morning, so that’s why he was surprised to
see another note on the floor in the afternoon. He’d taken a nap
when he was supposed to be working—a guilty pleasure that he was
certain many people indulged in—so she must have come in broad
daylight to deliver the note. He took the note to the couch while
he read the time. Thursday, 10:30. It almost felt like they were
making appointments. He wondered if she only had those moments
free, or if she was someone whose sexual desires could be
scheduled.

As much as he
wanted to see her, to have more of an image than the braille of her
body in his hands, he doused the lights at 10:28 and was sitting on
the couch for her arrival. Only as he thought about her coming in,
did it occur to him to go upstairs to his bedroom and call down.
Like a bizarre Easter egg hunt, she could try to negotiate his
house in the dark to find him in his bed. That seemed unfeasible.
If she fell on the stairs and was injured then they would have to
go to the hospital. Or if she were timid and afraid of a trap, she
might just leave.

While he
pondered the different scenarios, she softly opened the porch door.
He waited. When the main door opened he said, “Hello,” and listened
for her shush. He walked to where she was taking off her shoes and
steadied her, holding her shoulder so she wouldn’t fall. He took
her coat from her and placed it over the bannister and then took
her hand. He tugged her toward the stairs and she hesitated at
first. He waited and then she pushed him in that direction.

Leading her
upstairs in the dark was one of the most erotic things he’d ever
done. She followed behind him and as silent and desperate as
teenagers they gently sat on the bed. He reached over and found her
arms already removing her top, and he helped her with it before he
took off his t-shirt. They moved slowly, spending more time
touching where they’d been urgent the week before. He felt scars on
her legs and began to say something but she moved his hand and
pressed her finger against his lips. Their urgency grew as they
touched each other and before long they were trying to match their
bodies in different positions.

Without the
couch to limit their movements, they were able to experiment, and
they panted to a stop an hour later, the reproachful clock’s steady
gaze reminding them of the time. She patted his arm finally, and
then rose to go. He touched her back as she put on clothes, and let
his arm fall as she turned to kiss his forehead. Rather than pursue
her, he stayed in bed until he heard the porch door close. Then he
washed up and went down to turn on the lights.

Sitting on the
couch again, he felt like he should just go back to bed. It was
nearly midnight, and he wished she’d stayed for a snack or a cup of
tea. He didn’t know her at all, but he was starting to become
emotionally entangled. It was impossible—his girlfriend used to say
even as she was plotting to leave him—to have sex with someone and
not feel something. He wondered if the woman felt the same way.

By the
following Tuesday he felt like they’d established a pattern. He
checked the mailbox in the afternoon to find a note, and Thursday
night he’d set up his bedroom. Extending their contract, as if he
were gradually pushing the limits of their meetings, he set a
candle glowing in his room. He hoped that such dim lighting
wouldn’t scare her off. He met her at the door again, kissing her
before he let her lead the way to the bedroom. The wavering light
from the door proved to be too much, however, and she hesitated at
the landing. She pulled his hand and he passed her and she shoved
him ahead. Dutifully he went into the room and doused the candle,
hoping she wouldn't take the opportunity to leave.

He took off his
clothes and lay in the dark while he waited for her to arrive. When
she did, she was breathless and naked, pressing her body on his as
though they were newlyweds. He started to say he was sorry about
the candle, but she kissed his words from his mouth and then they
gently touched each other while the clock counted minutes in the
background.

She stayed
longer after they were momentarily sated, and he held her. Her
shoulder fit under his arm and he stroked her body, his hands
comforting rather than trembling with eagerness, caressing instead
of probing for gasps. He kissed her forehead and touched her hair.
She’d shaved the side of her head and the stubble felt nice under
his fingers. He traced her face with his hands as if to make a
mental picture, but she placed his hands on her breasts instead.
Anonymous still, they moved together again until she cried out her
orgasm against his neck.

By the
following week the government was starting to talk about slackening
the lockdown. He was thinking more about his secret lover than
worrying about the curfew, for they were already breaking a number
of rules, so he disregarded any news which would take her away from
him. His desire to find out her identity had faded, as he
concentrated on what they had rather than who she had been or was.
He’d learned to ignore her identifying features—the shaved
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