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March 13

I LURCH UP FROM THE BED, GASPING FOR AIR. IT TAKES SEVERAL breaths, several heartbeats, before I’m aware how badly my head hurts. Like I have the worst hangover of my life. Which makes no sense. But my mouth is parched, my tongue swollen, my teeth rancid, like something crawled up in here and died.

What the hell? I try to swallow, but my throat snags on itself, making me gag. The gagging becomes coughing—hard, dry waves that feel like they’re splitting my ribs open.

Relax, I tell myself. Breathe through your nose. Relax, relax, relax.

The coughing stills, and I catch my breath, head tilted back like Coach D taught me. The ceiling fan of my bedroom is motionless. A single fly buzzes around the wooden blades.

I swing my legs over the bed and set my feet on the floor, blinking to clear eyes that are as arid and hollow as skeleton sockets. I try to stand.

Something bites at the back of my hand, and I lift my other hand as if to smack a bug, but I freeze, palm raised. It’s an IV. The entry site is swollen, bloodless, and aching, like a giant hive. The clear IV line stretches up to a 1000 ml bag hanging from a pole. It’s daisy-chained to several identical bags. They’re all wrinkled like raisins, empty of fluid.

I don’t remember getting an IV.

Everything is bright and hazy, silent except for that stupid fly. I peer toward my alarm clock, which is a small plastic basketball with a wedge cut out for the digital insert. My eyes don’t want to focus, but through sheer force of will, I make them.

4:17 p.m. I should be on the court with my team.

No, I remember now; I went to bed right after dinner. So I’ve been asleep almost twenty-four hours.

My throat had been hurting all day. Something about my depth perception had been off, too. At practice, I missed two bounce passes from Shawntelle; both times I put my hands out to catch the ball, but it sailed right past me. Hey, I hear the JV team has room on the bench, Shawntelle teased.

Later, at the table with Mom and Paul and Ryan, my whole body started to ache, and I knew with a sinking feeling that I was getting the flu. The one that had put half of Columbus out of commission. Even though I’m completely up-to-date on my flu shots. Mom had made my favorite, baked mac and cheese with garlic bread, but I went to bed without finishing dinner.

Mom must have hooked up the IV. She did that for me once after a grueling practice made my legs cramp with dehydration. But how did she get permission to bring so many bags home from the hospital, and why did she daisy-chain them together? Why did she let them go dry?

“Mom?” I call out in a voice so hoarse I hardly recognize it as my own. No answer. She’s probably working an afternoon shift.

I roll my shoulders, trying to get movement and circulation back. Lactic acid burns in my deltoids, and my head refuses to rotate to the right. I must have dropped off to sleep in one position and not budged the whole time. A hot shower will help. If I’m quick, there’s still time to make the last hour of practice.

Shower.

Suddenly, I’m craving water more than I’ve craved anything in my life. Cool, clear water. Gallons of water.

I rip the medical tape off my hand and yank out the needle. The pain makes the edges of the world close in around me—or maybe it’s the sight of yellow puss oozing out of the wound. I lurch to my feet and stumble toward my bathroom. I misjudge the doorway and bash my forehead against the jamb, but I don’t care. Oh, god, water.

I fumble blindly for the faucet, twist the knob. The sound of water flowing makes me stupid. I knock my skull against the spout in my haste to get underneath it, and I gulp like a wild animal. It slides down my throat, a waterfall of wonder, sweeter than honey, more filling than Mom’s baked mac and cheese.

My stomach squeezes like a vise, and I don’t even have time for a breath before I vomit all that glorious water back into the sink. It whirls down the drain, tinged with greenish bile but not much else.

I’m still so thirsty I could die of it, but I have to be smarter. I grab my rinse cup and place it under the faucet. It takes all my control to watch it fill up, to bring it slowly to my lips, to take only tiny sips.

My stomach heaves again, but this time the water stays down. I pull the cup away from my face and breathe, in for four, out for four. I take another sip. Breathe again. Another sip. Physical gains take patience, Coach D always says. Patience and pain.

I set the empty cup down, wanting more, more, more but knowing full well by the way the water sloshes around in my stomach that I need to give my body time to adjust. Later, Paige. You can have more later.

I reach into the shower and turn on the hot water. While it heats up, I glance at the mirror. I almost scream.

The face staring back is that of a stranger, with sunken cheeks and corpselike skin and blue eyes that are way too huge and bright. My lips are split and peeling, my chin scaled with flakes of dry skin. Something brownish yellow crusts the edges of my right ear; strands of hair are stuck to it.

And god, my hair is a matted, oily mass, unrecognizable in any way as blond. Half of it is plastered into a towering wall—must have been the side I slept on.

I refuse to look at my reflection as I brush my teeth. My gums hurt, but the cool mint of the toothpaste is heavenly. I rinse and spit out an enormous gob of toothpaste and blood. There’s so much blood that I stick my finger into my mouth to check my teeth. My finger comes out blood-smeared, but my teeth seem to be okay.

My stomach clenches again, a little with revulsion and a lot with wrongness. I know I’ve been sick, but something . . . something about all of this is off.

A hot shower always clears my head. I reach in to test the water and jerk my hand back. Still ice-cold.

“Ryan!” I yell. My little brother is thirteen, exactly the age when boys start taking embarrassingly long showers. “You used all the hot water again!”

No response. He usually thumps the wall—we kind of have this code worked out between us, ever since he was five and I was nine, when we left the Sperm Donor and Ryan started having night terrors. He used to thump the wall when he was scared, and I would thump right back, to let him know that my ear was right next to his, that he was safe. Two thumps from Ryan meant I had to get over to his bedroom right away because he was too scared to deal.

We’re past that, and a gorgeous connecting tiled bathroom now separates our bedrooms, but we’ve never stopped thumping to let one another know, I hear you. I’m here. Irritates the crap out of our stepdad.

I rap the wall with a knuckle, but still no answer. Ryan is probably downstairs.

I have two choices: wait for the water to heat up again and miss practice, or grin and bear it. The state tournament is next week, so of course I’ll grin and bear it.

I shuck my clothes—khaki pants, underwear, black tank top, and sports bra. Everything reeks of the sharper end of the musty spectrum. I must have sweated out a fever while I slept.

Taking a deep breath, I plunge into the shower stall.

I squeal as the cold sends shock waves through my whole body. The tile is icy against my bare feet. Shivering, I grab the shampoo and work it through my hair. The water isn’t the usual cold; it’s more like alpine snowmelt cold. Or maybe my dehydrated body is imagining things.

Still, it feels good. I can almost hear my skin slurping it up. I lather everywhere and rinse, paying special attention to the IV site. It’s obviously infected. I’ll ask Mom to take a look tonight, see if I need an antibiotic.

But right now I have to hurry, leave the house before Mom gets home from work and tells me I’m too sick to go to practice.

I don’t often use conditioner in my hair, but the knots are so bad that I have to. As I finger-comb, strands of hair drop to the tile and whirl away into the drain. The more I comb, the more hair comes out—and more and more.

I’ll worry about that later, because I’m already so late. Coach will make me shoot extra three-pointers tonight for missing an hour, but I don’t mind. My shooting has been weak from outside the arc this year—down to 36 percent lately, after shooting 40 percent my junior year—and I hate being weak.

Back in my bedroom, I start to squeeze into a clean sports bra. I brush my left breast with the back of my hand and gasp, flinching away from myself. It felt like touching a stranger. The skin against my hand was cold and limp, like a deflated basketball.

Carefully, slowly, I run trembling hands over my deflated breasts, my stomach, around my thighs to my butt. Without the ice-cold water and soap providing a distraction, the difference is obvious. I am thinner. Too thin. A wisp of a girl.

I must have lost ten pounds or more in the last twenty-four hours.

“Mom?” I whisper. Panic edges into my chest, and my legs twitch as if to take flight. Calm down, Paige. You’re a warrior. You can handle anything.

I plunk naked onto my bed and stare at nothing, the wrongness too heavy in my head to ignore any longer. In my peripheral vision, the red digits of my basketball alarm clock stare back. I turn my head to take them in fully, just looking for something familiar and bright and solid.

And I notice it, the thing I didn’t see when I first woke up. Beneath the time stamp, in much smaller letters, is the date: Mar 13.

I’ve been asleep for six days.

Suddenly I’m noticing other things too. The stale urine reek coming from my sheets. My ceiling fan, which is always, always on, perfectly still in the space above me. And barely audible but steady and overwhelming now that I’ve detected it, the sound of birds. So many birds, squawking, flapping, screeching.

I stumble over to my bedroom window and push aside my curtains for a better view. It’s a beautiful, sunny day, the colors crisp with early spring. The street is empty of people, but birds are everywhere. Crows mostly, some ravens, a few buzzards, hopping around in our front lawn, perched on top of cars, lining the gutters of rooftops. The wrongness blossoms into full-blown horror.

A bird crashes against the window, and I jerk back. It drops away as quickly as it came, leaving a brownish smear on the glass. Did it fall? It can’t have survived. I start forward, to look for it on the ground, but wait, I’m standing in front of my window completely naked.

I shudder, creeped out by my own weird responses as much as anything; it’s like my mind is swimming through sludge. I need to talk to someone, or at least hug my mom. I grab my robe from the peg outside the bathroom and put it on gingerly, trying to ignore the burn in my shoulders. I throw open my bedroom door and rush into the hallway. “Mom? Paul?”

No, no, it’s too early for Mom or my stepdad to be home from work. I open my mouth to call out again anyway when I notice the smell.

Sickly sweet, like fruit gone bad. No, it’s gamey, like warm, spoiled milk. With a start, I know exactly what it is. It’s the same smell that filled our house when a rat got lodged under the washing machine and died.

A whimper bleeds from my lips. Ryan. I have to find my brother.

I run, just two steps, but my weak knees can’t take it and I buckle to the ground. I drag myself along the hardwood floor, my knees getting caught in my robe, my heartbeat a drum in my temples. When I reach my brother’s door, I use the doorknob to pull myself to my feet.

I knock. “Ryan? It’s Paige.”

I stare at his Keep Out sign and the hazardous waste symbol beneath it. “Ry-guy?”

But I can’t take it anymore. I have to see him, family privacy pact be damned, and I swing open the door.

Screeching, flapping, black wings, yellow eyes, buzzing insects. A gust of ice-cold air and everywhere that overwhelming, sweet-sick scent. The window is open—no, broken—its jagged edges slick with blood and feathers. Denim curtains sway in the breeze.

My rebelling mind doesn’t want to put it all together, but it does, inexorably, and I fall to my knees all over again. I manage to look up, toward Ryan’s bed, and I see a small pale hand flung over the edge of the mattress. The pinky finger is a shredded, bloodless stump.

I crab-crawl backward as fast as I can until I hit the wall and then I crash into it again and again, scrambling to get away until by chance I find open air and tumble back into the hallway. I hook the door with my foot and slam it closed.

I’m shaking everywhere and I can’t stop. I can’t even think. I just grasp my knees to my chest and rock back and forth, back and forth, whimpering like an injured puppy.

Because the crows are eating my brother.

I’m not sure how long I’ve huddled here. But the haze is clearing, and with clarity comes pain, bone-deep and even more shocking than an ice-cold shower. My brother is dead. Dead dead dead. The kid I held in my arms and rocked late into the morning when his monsters kept sleep away. My little Ry-guy, who at eleven years old swore that someday he’d dunk over my head. The boy with the lightning flashes of anger who could go from fierce to gentle in the space of a hug.

Using the wall for support, I gather my feet and stand. Mom needs to know. I need to . . .

There’s that wrongness feeling again. I lean against the wall and take a few deep breaths, letting my brain work it out, even as I dread the conclusions.

Oh.

I move down the hallway, putting one foot in front of the other in plodding, wobbly resolve, toward Mom and Paul’s room. I half know what I’ll find, because Ryan has been dead awhile. Maybe days. Why hasn’t anyone taken away his body? Why did my IV bags go dry?

Why are there so many birds outside?

Double doors lead to my parents’ suite. We have a beautiful home, thanks to Paul, an engineering professor at Ohio State who shares patents for two types of windmills. A stream of light pours diagonally from the skylight above the hallway, bathing the crown molding and the doors below in pale yellow. Like it’s beckoning me home. I’ve been so busy trying to get my team to the state championship that I haven’t taken the time to appreciate what a lovely house I have. What a lovely family.

I don’t bother knocking this time. The door opens with a soft click, and I pad inside on bare feet. Just three steps is all it takes for me to find them. They’re atop the comforter, fully clothed, arms wrapped around each other. My mother’s blond hair streams across the bottom half of Paul’s face, snagged in stubble at least two days old. They seem peaceful, like they’re sleeping. Except that the comforter beneath them is stained and damp with . . . something. And Paul’s wide-open eyes are filmed over with white like curdled milk.

“Mom,” I whisper. “Momma.” But then I step back and close the door, finding my first comfort of the day, because at least they died together. I know it’s weird as soon as I think it, but I cling to the comfort anyway. Like it’s a lifeline. Like I might burst apart if I let go.

Gripping the oak bannister, I make my way down the stairs. Every movement is a little easier now, as my body remembers to pump blood and oxygenate my muscles. When I reach the kitchen, I glance around for Mom’s cell phone. I find it next to the toaster and grab it. Though it’s plugged in, the battery indicator is red. I dial 9-1-1 and hold the phone to my ear.

Nothing happens. Not a ringing sound, not a dial tone, not even a “please try your call again.”

I hang up and try again anyway. Still nothing.

My own phone is in my backpack in the entryway, where I dropped it after practice. Maybe it has some charge left. I stumble past the dining room toward the front door, and I ignore the squeeze in my heart as I kick Ryan’s Reeboks aside to grab my pack. I reach into the side pocket and pull out my phone, and breathe a sigh of relief to see the screen flash on. But the battery icon is red—I may only have a few seconds.

I dial 9-1-1 again.

Nothing. I peer at the screen. No voicemail or text notifications either.

When was the last time I went even a day without getting a text from Shawntelle? I can’t remember.

I look closer. Zero bars. A base station must be down. Must have been down awhile for me to not have a single notification from my best friend or my coach or anyone else on my team.

I dock the phone in the charger, but the charging symbol does not come on. I flick the light switch beside the outlet, but the light does not come on. Panic finds its way back inside me as I whip open the refrigerator door.

The smell of rotten vegetables hits my face, and I gag, slamming the door shut.

The electricity has been out for days.

I need to find help. Someone. Anyone. I need a friendly face or a friendly voice more than anything in the world. I’m starting toward the front door again when a wave of dizziness makes me grasp for the counter.

You need more water, Paige. And food.

The thought of eating makes my stomach turn, but I can’t let myself be this fragile. I haven’t eaten in almost a week. I’ll just have a drink and a few bites of something bland, and then I’ll find someone to help me with . . . I pause a moment before I’m able to say it, even silently to myself. The bodies. I need help with the bodies.

I pour myself a glass of water and drink. It goes down easier this time. I rummage through the pantry and find some saltine crackers. I choke on the first one, but the second is better, and by the third I’m so ravenous that I crush it into my mouth and hardly chew before swallowing. Careful. Just like with the water. I force myself to slow down.

The saltines won’t be enough. I glance around until my gaze settles on the fruit bowl. It holds a few apples and two splotchy bananas. I grab a banana and peel it, then push it into my mouth. I stare at the bowl as I chew. I made it three years ago in ceramics class. Ryan called it “The Monstrosity” because of its odd bulges and splashes of mismatched paint. I thought I was being artsy. Abstract. Really, I was being ridiculous. But when I brought it home, Mom beamed proudly and immediately retired the old fruit bowl to the attic. The Monstrosity became a family fixture.

I force myself to swallow the rest of the banana, then I wash it down with another half glass of water. That taken care of, I think about my next move.

All those birds—maybe thousands of them—perched right outside are giving me the creeps. I shouldn’t leave the house without a weapon. An umbrella, at least, or something that will make a loud noise. And I should change out of my robe.

Getting food into my bloodstream is helping me think. I loose a ragged sigh, grateful for the clarity.

I race up the stairs, and I’m light-headed by the time I reach the top, but I don’t care. I throw on a pair of jeans—which never sagged on my hips this way before—a long-sleeved tee, and a zip-up hoodie. The scent of stale urine is overpowering now, and I make a mental note to change my sheets as soon as possible. I rummage around the bathroom cupboard until I find the box of disposable blue-and-white face masks Mom brought home from the hospital after the flu hit. I slip the elastic over my ears, which proves to be a good decision because I don’t smell my own pee anymore.

I should put antibacterial cream on my hand, too. Later. I grab my key ring and its resident canister of pepper spray.

Another wave of dizziness hits as I go down the stairs, but I ignore it. I pass the kitchen, promising myself that if the saltines and banana stay down, I’ll treat myself to some protein, then I grab my coat from the rack and swing it on.

I pause at the door. The back of my neck prickles, and my feet plant themselves stubbornly. Are you a doer? Or a don’t-er? Shawntelle would say. I put a trembling hand to the knob and push the door open.

A rush of cold air greets me as I step into sunshine. Shivering, I shut the door behind me and start down the walkway, holding my pepper spray at the ready position. Crows peck at our lawn. They hop away as I pass, eyeing me warily. I wish they seemed more frightened, less bloated and satiated.

The street is silent and empty, save for the flapping of wings and the cawing of birds. It feels like they’re watching me. The air buzzes with mosquitoes. No, they’re tiny flies. Clouds of them hover around the mix of 1920s and 1940s homes that make up my neighborhood.

Cars sit parked on the street or in their drives, but there’s no traffic. Usually by now some of the neighbors are getting home from work, kids are out on their bikes, someone is walking a dog. I glance to my right, expecting to find old Mrs. Carby tending her daffodil beds, her little sheltie, Emmaline, running circles around her ankles. We’ve had an early spring, and she never misses a day out with Emmaline. But her yard is as silent as everyone else’s.

Mrs. Carby! She’s one of the few people on the street who still has a landline.

I flip my hood up over my still-damp hair and I start to shove my hands into my coat pockets, but I decide I’d rather keep the pepper spray handy. I cross the grass toward her house, scattering crows in my wake.

Mrs. Carby’s home is a neat one story with brick trim, yellow shutters, and a wheelchair ramp—for her husband until he passed two years ago. By the time I reach the top of the ramp, my legs quiver like jelly. Rather than protein and water, what I probably need is another IV.

I press the doorbell, which rings out an awful rendition of “Some Enchanted Evening.” Emmaline barks, and the barking comes closer and closer until her nails clatter on the entryway tile, and then she’s scritch-scritch-scritching at the door and whining her little head off.

“Hi, Emmaline,” I say through the door, my words muffled by my face mask. “Is your mom home?” Please be home. Please. My brain flashes to a vision of dead bodies in beds, but I pull a mental curtain down over it and stare fixedly at Mrs. Carby’s door panels.

Scritch scritch scritch.

I ring the doorbell again, and Emmaline goes wild, yipping and howling like a coyote. I put my face to the mail slot and say, “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s just me. I promise I’ll give you a belly scratch when . . . Oh!”

Death sends sickly, noxious creepers into my nostrils in spite of my mask, and I bend over, gasping and gagging.

Something snaps inside me, and suddenly I’m banging on the door with my fists and then my knees, and kicking and kicking until pain bursts sharp and bright in my big toe. I pause to suck in breath as my toe throbs with my heartbeat. I’ve probably broken it. I hardly care.

I have to get inside Mrs. Carby’s house. I lift the doormat, looking for a key—nothing. I search the nearby planter and above the doorframe. All the while, Emmaline barks raggedly. Her voice is hoarse, like she’s been barking a long, long time.

I give up searching and find a big, decorative rock instead. It’s half the size of a basketball but ten times as heavy, and I can barely hold it. My heart is huge in my chest, and I think, I am too thin, too weak, to hold my own heart inside myself.

You’re a warrior, Paige. Do this.

With all my strength, I hurl the rock through the front window. It shatters, and Emmaline comes flying out of the jagged hole. I squat down to hug her as she licks and nips at my face, her tail wagging so fiercely I fear it might fly off. Her long sable coat is horribly matted, and she stinks of poop, but I hug her anyway.

I rise, and Emmaline stands on her hind legs, batting at my thighs with paws that smear blood all over my jeans. Poor thing ran through broken glass to reach me. In any other circumstance, I’d tend to her paws, make sure there isn’t any glass left inside, but I have to get to Mrs. Carby’s phone.

I remove my coat and bunch it around my fist. With my makeshift glove, I punch out the glass around the edges of the window. Then I unwind my coat and drape it over the ledge to protect myself and climb in, one shaky leg at a time.

The smell is awful. Even worse than at home. “Mrs. Carby?”

I’m not sure why I call out. She’s dead, taken by whatever took my brother and my parents. By whatever has taken a lot of people in my neighborhood.

I’m alone.

I know it. No, accept it. And something like relief-but-not-quite washes over me. It was part of the fog in my brain, the knowing but not accepting.

Instead of looking for Mrs. Carby, I head straight for the phone, which hangs on the wall beside the refrigerator. On the counter beneath the phone is a cookie jar and Mrs. Carby’s brown leather purse. “Handbag,” she always called it.

How many times have Ryan and I eaten cookies here, surrounded by stupid porcelain roosters, served with stupid rooster napkins? How many times have we pretended interest while Mrs. Carby waxed on about plans for her flower garden? The new trick Emmaline had learned at puppy school? I’d give anything to do it again.

I take a deep breath and lift the phone from the receiver and put it to my ear.

Nothing.

My knees give way and I crumple to the ground. Emmaline whines in my ear, bleeds all over my hoodie, but I hardly notice because my sadness cup is finally overflowing. Sobs wrack my body and snot drips from my nose. I keen, wild and high, as if the noise can push the pain out of my chest, and though I can’t seem to form the words, the sound coming from the back of my throat means alone, alone, alone, alone, alone.

Emmaline barks as I sense a shadow near my shoulder. I whip my head around. A big black bird has hopped up onto the counter. He looks at me sideways, raising and lowering his head like a buoy in stormy waters. A funny feeling twinges in my chest. It’s like he’s sizing me up for meal potential.

Several others fly in through the open window and alight on the floor. Emmaline launches toward them, yipping wildly.

“Emmaline! Come back!” I yell, fearful of what will happen if she runs through broken glass a third time.

She twists midair and dashes back toward me.

“Good girl,” I say, patting her head. I clamber to my feet, and I’m about to shoo the crow off of the counter but he flutters off without being prompted and half flies, half hops down the hallway toward the bedroom.

“Oh,” I whisper, knowing he follows the scent of carrion.

I stand here in Mrs. Carby’s kitchen for a moment, wiping my dripping nose, wondering what to do, but all I can think is, Home. I want to go home. The prospect of being in the same house with the bodies of my family fills me with sick dread, but I don’t know what else to do, where else to go.

Food. I still need food. And water. I shouldn’t have survived so long without. Mom obviously nursed me for a while. She probably saved my life by hooking me up to that IV before she got sick herself. Whatever happened, I shouldn’t be alive, and I’m not going to stay that way unless I take care of myself.

So the first thing I need to do is get some strength back. And when I’m no longer dizzy with weakness, as soon as it’s safe for me to drive, I’ll get in the car and go find help. The hospital, maybe. Or the fire station, which is only a few streets away. In the meantime, I’ll stuff rags under the doors of the bedrooms and air out the rest of the house as best I can.

On impulse, I unsnap Mrs. Carby’s handbag and root through it for her wallet. It opens easily to a state-issued ID. Not a driver’s license; Mrs. Carby stopped driving years ago.

Suyin Carby, it says. Five feet seven inches, wears corrective eyewear, white hair though the photo shows a few remaining strands of black. Born January 13. She’s a beautiful old lady with high cheekbones, a single age spot under the corner of her left eye, and a smile that manages to be joyous without showing her teeth. She was born to Chinese immigrants, she told Ryan and me one afternoon over cookies, and she still speaks fluent Mandarin. According to this card, she’s in her eighties now. I’m not sure why, but I never realized she was quite so old. I slip the ID into my pocket.

I open the cupboard that I know contains Emmaline’s dog food. Only three cans left. I grab my coat from the windowsill and shake it out, wary of leftover glass shards. Crows flap away and hop down the hallway toward the bedroom. I put the coat on and shove the dog food into my pockets. I pat my chest and say, “Up-up, Emmaline,” and she launches into my arms.

She’s heavy, maybe too heavy for my weakened state, but we only have to make it as far as next door.

“Don’t worry, girl, you’re not alone anymore,” I tell her as I open the door and step back into the light. And it’s true. I suddenly love this little dog so much my heart hurts to bursting. “We’ll be okay. We have a plan, sort of.”

I don’t bother closing the door behind me, and I don’t look back.




March 14

REMEMBERING MY OWN REBELLIOUS STOMACH, I FEED EMMALINE in strategic intervals. She scarfs everything so fast it’s like it disappears by magic. She needs a bath desperately, but I don’t have the energy. I eat the second banana, drain another glass of water, then—reluctant to go back upstairs—I curl up on the couch and throw the afghan over my shoulders. I’m barely aware of Emmaline’s weight settling in the crook of my belly before I drift off.

It’s dark and cold when I wake. I reach for the lamp on the end table and pull the cord, but nothing happens. I stumble past the coffee table to the living room window and peer outside, looking for any sign of light or life, but it’s darker than dark. My neighborhood is old, and most of the utilities are still above ground, so we have a power outage or two every year when thunderstorms blow through. But even then, there’s always some light remaining: candlelight in windows or a glow in the distance, indicating the high-rises of downtown Columbus.

But not tonight. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was out in the country, miles from the nearest human.

I head toward the “emergency drawer” in the kitchen, trying not to consider that maybe I am miles away from the nearest living human. Emmaline limps beside me, her nails clicking on the floor. Maybe I can scrounge up enough light to tend to her lacerated paws.

Inside the drawer, I find a flashlight, a crank lantern, matches, and several candles. I turn on the lantern first, glad it’s still holding a charge from the last outage—I’m not sure I’d have the stamina to crank it now. By its glow, I find the Neosporin in the downstairs medicine cabinet. Then I light three candles and set them on the kitchen counter near the sink. After indulging in another glass of water, I grab a dish towel, soak it with ice-cold water, and then rub it over Emmaline’s coat. She quivers, ecstatic with the attention.

The smell is worse at first, as the water softens the dried poop stuck in her fur, but I keep at it. What I really need to do is take her upstairs and put her in the tub, but I can’t go up there. Not yet. Instead, I rub and rub, rinsing the towel several times, until I can’t smell poop anymore.

I grab a clean towel and the crank lantern and sit down on the floor, pulling the dog backward into my lap so that her legs splay out in four different directions. I examine each paw. Three of them have cuts, but the cuts look clean. Light glints off a large bit of glass still embedded in her right forepaw. Before I can feel squeamish, I grasp it between thumb and forefinger and yank it out. She yelps, and blood wells up after it. I wrap her paw in the towel and press down to stem the flow, talking the whole time. “You’re such a good, brave girl, Emmaline. And you’re going to feel so much better after this, I promise.”

Her feathery tail thumps against my thigh.

When I’m satisfied that the cut no longer bleeds, I rub Neosporin all over it and let her go. I stand to rinse the bloody towel, expecting her to lick all the Neosporin off, but she sits at my feet while I work, content to wait until I notice her again.

I dry my hands on a third dish towel—I’m going through towels fast—then slather the back of my hand with more Neosporin. The swelling might be going down already, but I can’t be sure. I grab a granola bar from the pantry. While I chew, I rummage through the “miscellaneous drawer” for a pen and something to write on. I discover a small spiral notebook and carry it along with the crank lantern back to the couch. Emmaline hops up beside me. I give a fleeting thought to her paw staining the couch before deciding it doesn’t matter.

I have accomplished something, even if it’s just wiping down a dirty dog and removing a glass shard. It makes me feel a little braver, a little stronger. Maybe I can start asking the hard questions.

I write, How many people got sick?

The flu hit very fast. The last day I attended school, every class had missing students. The principal was debating whether or not to call off school for the next day. A few people had already died in the Cleveland area—mostly the very old, the very young, and those with preexisting conditions—and health professionals were encouraging everyone to wear face masks. When local airports started shutting down to prevent the bug from spreading, I remember being glad that Ohio is a smallish state, area-wise. All the teams would still be able to drive to the tournament, with the airlines closed.

What a selfish thought.

For six days, I was comatose. Six days. But my family was fine when I left the dinner table that night, which means they sickened and died in less time. So it kills quickly. Maybe too quickly for the disease to spread.

Could I be in some kind of quarantine area? Every scary movie I’ve seen rushes through my head. I imagine men in hazmat suits driving camouflage jeeps, Uzis hanging over their shoulders.

I write: Quarantine?

I need information. I can’t turn on the television or computer without electricity. We used to have a crank radio, until Ryan broke it. The only way to find out what’s happening beyond my neighborhood is get in the car and start driving.

The car! It has a radio.

I leap to my feet, dropping pen and paper, and rush over to the kitchen and snatch Mom’s car keys from the counter. Emmaline follows at my heels as I dash through the laundry room to the garage.

From habit, I hit the light switch, but it doesn’t come on. Briefly, I wonder how I’ll back a car out of the garage without electricity to roll up the garage door. I’ll figure it out later.

We have two cars—Mom’s white hybrid sedan on the right, and Paul’s maroon SUV on the left. I squeeze around the front bumper and open the driver’s side door to the hybrid. The dome light flashes on, and I breathe relief, so glad for this tiny bit of normalcy. I climb in, slide the seat back to make room for my long legs, then depress the start button halfway—enough to engage the battery but not start the engine.

Music fills the garage, and it’s so startling, so wonderful, to have a human voice in my ears that I freeze and listen. It’s Guns N’ Roses, my mom’s favorite CD. I hate this song. Still, I close my eyes and lean back, letting the music wash over me.

I barely stifle a scream when Emmaline leaps over me into the passenger seat. She circles three times before sitting down.

“You scared me, girl.”

Her tail thumps twice.

I sigh, realizing I’m putting off the inevitable. My fingers tremble as I lean toward the sound system in the dash.

“Here goes, Emmaline.” I push the button to switch to radio.

Static.

I press the seek button; the radio’s digital readout blurs as it whips through the frequencies. I hold my breath as it starts over at the bottom, works its way up, passes the frequency where it began.

Still nothing.

My disappointment is so sharp it hurts. I try to think about what this means. The radio seems to be working fine. So none of the stations are broadcasting. The power outage must be regional. What’s the range of this radio? Miles. Maybe a hundred. Whenever we take a road trip, we’re halfway to Cincinnati before our local stations fade out.

It feels like someone is standing on my chest. No radio stations broadcasting for a hundred-mile radius. Surely some of the stations have generators. But they’re still not broadcasting. That means whatever happened is bad. Epically bad.

I flip the dial from FM to AM, not because I’m hopeful but because it’s something to do. I hit pay dirt.

A man’s voice fills the car, the first live voice I’ve heard since I woke up. He has a thick Clevelander accent. I start forward in the seat, hanging on every word.

“. . . martial law per the Ohio Constitution. The CDC reports that the virus is airborne, with a mortality rate of 100 percent. Therefore, for your own safety, do not leave your homes under any circumstances. Anyone violating this order will be shot on sight. Anyone operating a vehicle will be shot on sight and their vehicle impounded. Roads must remain clear for military personnel.”

Shot on sight! Did I risk my life just to walk next door? Is that why the streets are empty? Maybe everyone is hiding, afraid to step outside. Hope flares inside me, only to wink out like a burned-up match.

Because that doesn’t explain the birds. Or the flies.

“Do not bury or burn the deceased. I repeat, do not bury or burn them as this may have a contaminating effect. Recommendations for handling the deceased are posted at emergency-dot-cdc-dot-gov.”

Why would anyone bury or burn the dead themselves? That’s what morgues are for. And how could burying bodies contaminate anything? That makes no sense. A cemetery, after all, is a very large collection of the dead.

But all of a sudden it does make sense. If there are so many bodies that they’re creating some kind of toxic waste. If there are hundreds of thousands. Or more.

“This message is being sent on March tenth at three p.m. This message will repeat. You’re listening to AM 1610, the people’s choice for Sandusky free radio, with a breaking news update from the capital. The president has declared a national state of emergency and the governor has invoked martial law per the Ohio Constitution. The CDC reports that the virus is airborne, with a mortality rate of 100 percent . . .”

My heart sinks. I’m listening to a recorded message on a loop, not a flesh-and-blood human. I reach out and brush the face of the radio with my fingertip, as if doing so will connect me with the man who spoke these words four days ago. Is he still alive? Is this the last thing he did?

A mortality rate of 100 percent.

And yet, I lived. My smidge of hope is a fragile thing, a tiny wavering flame in a vast landscape of reeking darkness. I will shelter it, treasure it, coax it, because the alternative is despair, and I don’t do despair.

“C’mon, Emmaline.” I turn the keys to the off position and grab the doorframe to pull myself from the driver’s seat.

Together we return to the living room and my spiral notebook. Morning sunshine streams through the curtains now. I open them so I can observe the street as I work. If anyone is alive out there, I want to know it at once.

I settle back down on the couch, Emmaline beside me. Beneath How many got sick? and Quarantine? I write, 100% mortality rate and National state of emergency. I underline National.

I chew on the pen. On the end table is a framed photo of me and Shawntelle in last year’s prom gowns and bedazzled Chuck Taylors. We’re back to back, hands on our hips, standing below a fake arbor wrapped in blue and gold balloons. A couple of guys from the boys’ basketball team asked me to junior prom, but Shawntelle and I decided to heck with the boys; we were going together. A girls’ night out.

How do I find out whether the streets are empty because everyone is hiding, or because everyone is dead? Maybe Shawntelle is holed up at her place, afraid to leave.

I stare at the photo. Shawntelle loves purple. Her prom gown, her corsage, her Chucks, her nails, even her laboriously straightened hair—all violently purple.

My best friend was afraid of nothing. If she were alive, nothing would have stopped her from being at my bedside when I woke up.

I have to go out searching for signs of life, even if I risk encountering someone with orders to shoot me on sight. It’s what Shawntelle would do.

In my notebook, I write, Signs of life: running vehicles, movement, light.

I tap the end of my chewed-up pen against my lip, then I underline light.

A plan forms. I’ll wait until dark, wear dark clothes. Carry nothing but a water bottle, a flashlight, and pepper spray. I’ll dart from house to house, using the buildings as cover, listening for sound, looking for candlelight or the sweep of a flashlight. If I encounter trouble, I can sprint for the shadows. I’m a very fast, agile runner.

No, I was a very fast, agile runner.

In my notebook, in all caps, I write, GET HEALTHY.




March 15

I ALLOW MYSELF ONE DAY BEFORE ENACTING MY PLAN. I USE THAT time to drink as much water as I can and readjust my stomach to normal food.

I’m worried about the water. Will it get polluted? How long until the supply from the nearby tower is used up? I could collect rainwater, I guess. One thing you can count on in Columbus is a steady drizzle of snow and rain. But how would I keep it uncontaminated? I would have to keep the birds away, the birds who have been drawn here by death.

What I really need is bottled water. My grocery store has a whole aisle devoted to spring water, distilled water, water in gallon jugs, sparkling water. But until I know whether or not martial law is being enforced, I don’t dare go looking.

And I’m almost out of dog food. I have tuna in the pantry, a little canned chicken. I’m pretty sure Emmaline will eat anything, but I’ll need to come up with something else for her soon.

The smell from upstairs is unbearable, so overpowering that I can’t function. It’s not even the reek that bothers me so much as the reminder. I can’t go a single second without being utterly aware that my family is dead. I see photos of my brother pinned with magnets on the fridge, and I revel in his regional championship basketball team picture even as I smell him decomposing. I see Mom and Paul’s wedding album on the coffee table, remember the way they kissed after saying “I do”—like giddy, ridiculous teenagers—and then the reek flashes me back to their dying embrace.

My family deserves a decent burial. Some kind of marker, something as immortal as marble or granite that will forever point to these precious souls and the lives they had.

I’m not strong enough to drag the bodies outside. Even if I were, I’m not sure the bodies are . . . whole. And the radio message rings in my head: Do not bury the deceased. It’s the only voice of authority I’ve heard since I woke up. It feels good to obey it.

So I’ll let nature take its course. I’ll even help nature along. This would please Mom, I know. The staunch environmentalist who forced us to reduce, reuse, recycle. She’d like the idea of being part of the circle of life.

I grab a yellow bath towel from the linen closet and wrap it around my nose and mouth. Then I dash into my parents’ room—refusing to look at the bed—and I fling open all the windows in the bedroom. I pull on the tabs to yank the screens out of place, and toss them to the yard below. Then I run into the master bathroom and do the same to that window too.

I rush back into the hallway, slam the double doors shut, and bend over against them, heaving.

After getting my breath back, I seal off the doorframe from top to bottom with plastic wrap and duct tape. Then I do the same to Ryan’s door.

The crows can have them all, with my blessing.

But by the time I reach the bottom of the stairs, I’m sobbing so hard my back aches. Ryan. Mom. Paul. My family.

Mom never lost faith, no matter how bad things were with the Sperm Donor. And I guess she was right not to. Our lives got so much better.

As the sun sets, I light a candle and sing Mom’s favorite hymn into the twilight. My voice is too loud in a vast silence, and no one will hear it but me and Emmaline and the birds. But on the off chance that Mom was right about an afterlife, that she can look down on me now, I want her to know I’ll be okay. I sing with my whole breath:



When peace like a river attendeth my way

When sorrows like sea billows roll

Whatever my lot thou hast taught me to say

It is well, it is well with my soul




March 16

IT’S TIME TO GO OUTSIDE.

In spite of our early spring, it’s still winter cold at night. But I need to be able to move quickly and easily, so I forgo my heavy coat in favor of thick knee-high socks under black sweats, two long-sleeved T-shirts, and over everything a tunic-length hoodie. The hoodie is deep purple instead of black, but maybe it won’t matter in the dark. I tie Paul’s black scarf around my neck—ready to pull it up over my nose like a mask if I have to—and slip on my mom’s leather driving gloves.

The gloves are too small for my long fingers, so I pull them off and grab the kitchen scissors to slice off the fingertips. I try them again, flexing my hands. Perfect.

I gather my hair into a ponytail at the base of my neck, noting that it’s greasy again and will require another horrifically cold shower soon. I check to make sure I have everything I need—my Mini Maglite, house key, pepper spray.

Emmaline dances circles around me as I get ready, rapturous at the prospect of going for a walk. But I tell her to stay in the firmest tone I can muster, and she drops to her belly, rests her chin on her paws, and gazes up at me with such a look of wide-eyed despair that I almost give in.

“I’ll be back, Emmy. I promise.” And I leave her whimpering in the entryway as I head out into the night.

The moon is full, which lights my way but also makes me uncomfortably visible. I stand in the walkway a moment, listening. The dark shapes of sleeping crows huddle in the grass, line the branches of our winter-bare redbud tree, shift on the rooftops of nearby cars.

I start forward on soft feet, alert for any sight or sound, any change in the air. The night is ice-cold; I should fire up the woodstove when I return. Good thing this happened at the tail end of winter, or I’d have to add firewood to my list of things I’ll run out of if I don’t find help soon.

The sidewalk is bright, almost shimmering, in the moonlight. I move to the middle of the street where my clothes blend in better with the dark asphalt. I pass Mrs. Carby’s house, then the Douglases’ yellow Craftsman and its solar walkway lights. My footfalls seem too loud, my breath too fast, as I study each window, looking for a glint of candlelight or a shadow of movement.

I’m three blocks east when I hear it—no, feel it: a whoomph, like all the air has gotten sucked away. I freeze, heart pounding. I let my gaze dart around, not sure what I’m looking for.

Whoomph.

It’s such a ghostly thing, happening just below the level of my senses and yet powerful enough to leave an echoing hollow in my chest, like I’ve been standing next to thumping concert speakers.

My legs buzz with the need to flee, but curiosity keeps me frozen in place. Because as otherworldly as it seems, it’s something, the first something I’ve found since I woke up.

I brace myself to hear—feel—it again, straining with all my senses. Instead comes a soft clatter, like high heels on concrete. Very close.

I dart between two cars and duck down.

The clatter approaches, unhurried, echoing in the night. I dare to peer around the fender. Dark shapes move toward me. I hold my breath.

The shapes are only two houses away when they manifest in the moonlight into something recognizable. Deer. Three of them. Walking down the middle of the street.

They veer toward the sidewalk opposite my hiding spot and lower their necks to nibble a hedge. Their ears and tails twitch constantly, alert for the slightest hint of danger. I’m as quiet and still as I can possibly be. They’re so beautiful and lithe and graceful and alive, and I don’t ever want them to leave.

All at once they raise their necks and look eastward, ears pricked forward. The world pauses for the space of a breath, then they dart off in the opposite direction, tails lifted high.

Another shape slinks after them, its body low to the ground, skimming it like a ghost.

I lurch up. “No!” I yell
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