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THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the authors’ imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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HI THERE, MOST ESTEEMED reader, Notch invites you to escape from all too real, and not at all entertaining covid-19 with our fictional virus.

Like many others, and many of you I’d imagine, we at Notch’s are sick, sad and angry about this pandemic, about politics, about global warming...you name it.

We wash our hands and wear our masks, we worry about our, our family and friend’s well-being. We recycle and try to do what is right.

Confronting Covid-21, the Red Lungs, the Dreaming Disease give us the opportunity to hit back at his horrible event in a creative manner.

We hope that while reading these stories by our talented and gifted writers you’ll be able to take a break from your worries and whatever stresses you out.

Notch Publishing House wishes you good health, happiness, and safety.

Read on, trust the black cat in the little house.

And thank you, to the writers that as group, came tougher to create this unique anthology.
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Patient zero, yeah that’s me. But there are so many of us. In my case I was patient zero for Seattle. Like all pioneers, I got hit harder by this new bug, and some symptoms linger. Some days I’m weak as a kitten and shake like a leaf, and the dreams; I’d like to say that the dreams trouble me, but they are like puzzles, like old friends.

Last night I dreamt I was on a venetian gondola but in New Orleans – a place I’ve never been – and behind me a voice almost supernatural in its grace sang about mermaids.

And when I looked at the water surrounding us, I saw the outlines of their alien bodies as they swam beneath the gondola.

***
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FIRST DAY BACK TO WORK today, essential personnel only. I’m the captain and salvage master for Ocean Knights Salvage. Thank God I don’t have to do any heavy work for a while. And thank God I got a great crew. Catherine doesn’t like the idea; she doesn’t want to let me out of her sight.

She’s so kind, I can’t believe her and John are related.

The guy is loading cargo on the All Powerful. Worst name ever for vessel. It’s just asking for it. Beautiful ship, dumbass name. It’s scheduled to leave in a few hours.

***
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WATCHED THE ALL POWERFUL sail off. Can’t lie, it’s a damn good-looking ship. Full of rich rats, but a good looking ship.
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​The Greatest Illusion of All 
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BY: GRANT BUTLER

I hate it when cities are silent. It's so contrary to their nature. By design, a city is full of life and energy, people focused on the hustle and bustle of their day. The sight of Seattle quiet and lifeless wasn't just a bummer, it was eerie. As my rental car wove through the city streets, the buildings and sidewalks were deserted. It all looked like a bad dream. No cars in bumper to bumper traffic and no one on the sidewalk with a phone glued to their ear. There was no line for coffee, and in the city where Starbucks began, that's a bad sign. People can go on the news and say “Please remain calm,” and assure people that the situation is in hand and that this is all just a precaution all they want, there are some sights that transcend any sort of reassurance. A silent city street in the middle of a sunny afternoon is one of them. 

Vegas was the same. I've had a home there for years, on account of my residency at various casinos, and I never imagined it would shut down like this. So much for what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas. 

As someone who’s created illusions for millions of people and made a fortune from it, I always make a point to be honest with myself. You don't attempt the stunts I have without total awareness of the risks and what can go wrong. The reason I've stayed on top of my game for so long is because I'm well aware of what can go wrong every time I perform. This little boat ride was no different than the thousands of dangerous stunts featured in my act over the years. Odds were good that at least one person on the boat would either have or get the disease. But for the moment, Winters' boat was no worse off than any other place. On top of that, it would be easy money and plenty of time to work on my soon to be released memoir. My book deal was still on, at least for now. 

When I told people back in Vegas about Winters' offer, it got various reactions. Envy and surprise were the most common, but a few casino bigwigs who've been in town since the 60's just gave me a wry smile and shook their heads. When I asked them why, they told me that Winters' behavior reeked of Howard Hughes. I’ve been around long enough to know that they were dead serious. 

It’s a fact that people like Winters are beyond paranoid. And people like that always have an escape route. That's why I don't buy for a second that Winters doesn't have a backup plan in case someone gets sick. If he didn't, there's not a chance he would let this many people anywhere near him. The same goes for all the rich guests. My first few shows on cruise ships taught me that diseases spread like wildfire there, even under normal circumstances. 

I do have to give Winters credit for his idea though. An effort to move society’s best and the brightest to somewhere safe is a far better solution than all those hoax cures and phony treatments now available everywhere. I swear, some of those alleged cures will kill you quicker than any disease. People are petrified by diseases, but it's not the sickness that scares me. No, what scares me is the behavior it may lead to. The fear, paranoia, and downright stupidity is the real infection spreading everywhere. It's far more contagious than Red Lungs, and there's no hope for a cure. Scenarios like this are the ultimate test of “you're only as good as your weakest link. “Theory, one stupid person is all it takes to lead to a major problem. 

While I drove, I could see a few reporters were out on a search to find some clue as to where the festivities were. Winters' little voyage had generated massive interest, and the strict security protocols involved had intensified that interest. Several commentators implied that there was some conspiracy afoot, Winters was in on it, and all the guests had paid a fortune for some illicit antidote. Other voices wondered if there was some method to the guest list. Had Winters hand-picked the best and the brightest to rebuild civilization should the worst happen? Another theory was that Winters wasn't even on the boat and that all the guests onboard were enemies he hoped to be rid of. The cruise was just a means to unleash the virus onboard after the guests were alone and isolated. But my personal favorite was the theory that Winters plan was to sink the yacht for the insurance money and the whole cruise was just a way to gather witnesses to swear that when the boat sank it was all an accident. I’m not superstitious, but a boat named All Powerful reeks of bad luck to me. 

Before I performed for a living, I worked as the top aide to several executives at an ad agency. It was the most important professional experience of my career and I learned a ton there. Every word bigwigs like Winters said as they unwound over Jack Daniels or brainstormed over coffee was a crash course in business, psychology, and ethics. The advantage of my position was that I had tons of influence behind the scenes, but none of the responsibilities that an executive has, so it was the best of both Worlds. But the most important lesson I learned is that you don't sell a product, you sell the idea of a product. 

I get asked all the time why I do what I do, from high profile reporters, corporate bigwigs, movie stars, and ordinary people alike. My answer is always the same. “Most people create illusions they hope others will buy into. I’m just honest about it. “It never fails to leave the other person speechless. 

I've created some big stunts in my time. The kind that leave audiences baffled and my fellow entertainers furious with jealousy. But the greatest illusion of all is the illusion of security or control. The reason people pay big bucks to see my shows is that for a few moments, I make people believe that I'm not in control of what happens. Winters' little boat trip and the boat itself, right down to its name, was one giant exercise in the illusion of security. It was just a question of whether it was genuine or a front. 

Conspiracies aside, no one invites 500 people to their overpriced boat just to hang out. I also had no doubt that some unsavory behavior would occur onboard. There is no chance that at least one person won’t have brought along a pick me up they purchased from their dealer. I suspect that right now, money is better than ever for dealers. On top of that, there was no way hundreds of rich people stuck together on a luxury boat would all behave themselves. The situation reminded me of those Agatha Christie novels my wife likes to read on trips. 

I drummed my hands on the car’s steering wheel as I took another look at the city. Beautiful, but quiet. Like a glassy lake at night. But there were hints that all was not well. The occasional signs posted in windows and the odd billboard filled with ways to stay healthy were a big one. Phrases like “There's no need to panic,” always make me laugh. Because even if there was a reason to panic, it's not like there would be some kind of announcement. Besides, I've learned that people tend to panic when they shouldn't and don't panic when they should. “Please remain calm,” is another gem of a phrase. For starters, it implies that one was calm in the first place, a rarity under normal circumstances. 

But my favorite phrase is “Everything’s under control. “I find this one to be worthless, because there is not a chance that you would hear any other line from a person in authority, unless of course, it didn't matter anymore. In preparation for this little boat ride, I took some time to read up on the Titanic. Even after the ship was hit, most people on board didn't think there was a problem, believing the ship couldn't sink or help would arrive in time to prevent a serious loss of life. It wasn't until the ship was almost gone that people started to grasp the desperate situation. I guess some things never change. 

The upside of a deserted city meant that there was no traffic. My car was alone on the road, which felt surreal. The rest of my much smaller support team was already on the boat, so that just left me and Tanya, my lifelong assistant and wife. I didn’t care if we were hired to perform on the boat from The Poseidon Adventure so long as she was with me. Tanya believed in me back when no one else did. Before all the sold-out shows and guest stints as a talent competition judge, all I had was her, my old Chevy, and a dream. While I've long since ditched the Chevy, I’m proud to have kept the other two. 

I noticed that Tanya had been quiet for most of the drive. That wasn't too out of the ordinary, she was the ideal performer's assistant; quiet, subtle, but had an excellent sense of timing, an eye for detail, and knew her stuff. Any successful performer will tell you that there is no act without all the behind the scenes crew who make the show possible. 

“Excited for this?” I asked when we were a few minutes away from our destination. 

“Yeah, I guess,” she said, her beautiful blond hair glinted in the afternoon sun. “We've performed in some pretty sketchy places, so this doesn't faze me. I'll be more enthusiastic when my sinuses clear up.” 

“I thought you sounded a bit congested.”

“Yeah, but you know I get it from time to time.” 

“I know, you're a trooper,” I said with pride. 

“That is, if they even let me on the boat because of it,” 

“Oh don't worry about that,”

“Why?”

“Easy,” I said as if it were obvious. “If they don't let you on, I don't perform.” 

“You're the best, but they might not budge.” 

“That's fine. If that's the case, they can explain to their boss why they wouldn't let the very expensive entertainment onboard.” 

We were quiet as we pulled up to the area where Winters' boat was anchored, which was near an abandoned area on the very edge of the city. The security was tight, Winters didn’t want people to know where the exact location of the departure was. My car, on a list of pre-approved vehicles, was allowed in for the health procedures every person had to go through. All the equipment for our act had been brought here this morning: I saw it waiting for us to the side of the deserted marina. 

As I parked, I could see several small ferries docked nearby. The instructions I was given when I picked up my rental car informed me that everyone would undergo a health check by medical professionals. Then you would be assigned a ferry that would take you to the All Powerful, which was anchored out of sight a short distance away. 

My health check went without incident, but they noticed right away that Tanya had a case of the sniffles. 

“I'm sorry Mr. Mollum, we can't let her aboard,” the dark-haired woman in charge said without emotion. “But you are good to go.” 

“The hell I am. If my assistant doesn't go, I don't go.”

“Look, we're sorry about this, but it's out of our hands. We heard a bunch of people talking earlier, they're so excited to hear you’re set to perform.”

“Then Winters should see to it that I am in tip top shape to perform. And without my crew; all of them. There is no act!” 

“Mitch, we have a problem,” was all I said on the phone to Winters. 

“I heard Joe. I'm so sorry about this little snafu, but please come aboard. The rest of your crew is here and we're all waiting.” 

“We had a deal. A signed deal. For me and the crew listed, which includes Tanya. “For some reason, the saccharine sweet tone of his voice irritated me. I also had an idea about what he would say next. 

“I know we did Joe, but I'm sorry, rules are rules. This is for everyone's safety. We just can’t let your wife aboard. Look, I'll make it up to you. If you come aboard and perform, I'll double the payment I promised.” 

There it was, just as I had expected. But what infuriated me more than anything, more than Tanya not being allowed on, was the fact that Winters hadn’t even mentioned her name, much less express any concern over her. But I was careful not to let my anger show. 

“That's very generous of you, let me talk it over with my wife.”

“Of course. But I hope you’ll come aboard and have some food with us. I feel terrible about all this.”

“I’ll call you back in a moment.”

Tanya and I walked away from the pier and towards where our luggage and equipment for the act were. From this position, no one could see us. 

“I'm so sorry babe,” she said, unable to hide the sadness in her voice. 

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” I offered her a smile. “Winters is a moron if he thinks I’ll just be bribed to forget about you. Besides, I bet keeping you off the boat won’t do any good.” 

“You think something bad is gonna happen?” She whispered. 

“Almost certainly. And it's not the disease that bothers me. Sure, that's a problem, but it wasn't what scared me. It was what some people on that boat would do if they panicked. You don't get all those people, most of them super rich, all together in one place when they're surrounded by plenty of booze and who knows what other substances while a disease stalks around like a serial killer in a hockey mask and have things go smoothly.” 

“That's a good point sweetheart, but I'm worried. They didn’t want to let me onboard. What if they’re right?” 

“I’ve made plans should the worst occur. One word. Cryogenics.” 

“You always have a trick up your sleeve,” she beamed with pride. “Just don't leave me for someone else if you have to put me on ice.”

“Hey, you never know, they might have to freeze me too. But Joe Mollum is nothing without his assistant. No one knows that better than him. But on that note, since Winters isn’t budging, we’ll just pull one of our tricks before curtain time,” I said while pointing to the massive black cabinet that served as part of our act.” The vanishing cabinet act gets them every time. I see no reason why this occasion would be any different. Once we get aboard and into our staterooms, you can come out. But it goes without saying you’ll have to stay there for the journey.”

“That doesn’t bother me, but what if something happens and we need to get off?”

“I already have that figured out. Those same people I did favors for expect a text or call from me periodically throughout the day. If I say the word or they fail to hear from me by a certain time, they’ll come find the boat wherever it is thanks to a GPS device hidden in our stuff.”

“You’re brilliant as always. But what if some crew member sees me?”

“A generous tip for them. We both know how badly treated and compensated a boat crew can be.” 

She nodded in agreement. 

“Get yourself situated and after I call Winters back, I’ll make sure they escort the stuff to our staterooms. Then I’ll head to the buffet. Want me to bring you something?”

“No, aren’t you worried about them finding me?”

Instead of an answer, I flashed her my trademark grin before I walked back towards the staff. 

“I accept Winters’ offer. Let’s board. I’ve called a car for my wife and she’s taken care of. All the stuff with me goes to our staterooms.”

“Everything Mr. Mollum? Don’t you want time to separate your belongings from your wife’s?”

“No I don’t,” I made sure to snarl my words for good effect. “Our stuff is all thrown together so that would take forever. Or are you people gonna make a stink about that as well?”

“Of course not Mr. Mollum. As you wish.”

I was nervous as they loaded the stuff on the ferry. I knew the odds of them finding Tanya were slim. Even if they opened the vanishing cabinet on accident, all they would see was an empty cabinet. But until we were safely in our staterooms with no one around, I would take nothing for granted. One wrong move and it would all be over. But then I scolded myself to calm down. This was just another little illusion of mine, performed free of charge for an unsuspecting audience.

As we approached the boat, I knew it was big, but pictures just didn’t do it justice. It loomed out of the water like a giant sea monster. The sun was high in the sky by now and the bow gleamed in the light. It was nice to look at for sure, but I doubt it was worth the cost. The entire GDP of a country perhaps.

Once onboard, I was more nervous about Tanya than before. As they were loading my bags onto the ship, I swear I heard a faint cough from inside the vanishing cabinet. I took a deep breath and hoped it was my imagination. Then I accepted a fruity drink offered to me by a well-dressed server while the crew escorted me, my bags, my equipment, and my hidden wife to the staterooms. I was led down a maze of passageways and corridors that seemed to go on forever, the expensive carpets stretched out as far as one could see. It all seemed endless now, but after a few days at sea, even the biggest boat can get a lot smaller and if tragedy strikes, no boat is ever big enough. In addition to having no end, the hallways and corridors were also silent. If Tanya coughed or sneezed down here, it would be impossible to hide.

Now my heart was pounding faster than ever. Almost there.

By the time we arrived at my rooms, I was exhausted. Once the crewmen brought in the vanishing cabinet and closed the door behind them, I wasted no time in locking the door before I nimbly opened the cabinet and helped Tanya get out. 

“Best use of the vanishing act ever,” I smiled at her as she stepped into our massive sitting room. “I better go meet the rest of the team. Sure you don’t want anything?”

“Nope, I’m more than cozy here. You got this honey.”

I found my team at an elaborate buffet located in a massive dining area, which contained more food than I ate in a month. Once we were all together, I explained what happened. Without a moment’s hesitation, they were all disappointed that Tanya was not onboard, a gesture that warmed my heart. That's why I loved them and it's what every one of my so-called rivals could never understand. My show wasn't all about me. It was a team effort. That's how I outlasted and outdid every other act out there.

Now it was time to relax, so I got in line for the buffet, which was a marvel to behold. Just the cold foods being kept on mountains of ice was a sight. There was shrimp cocktail, fresh fruit, salads made of every fruit and vegetable, deviled eggs, cucumber sandwiches, sushi, smoked salmon, every vegetable in existence paired with a medley of dips, oysters, crab legs, caviar, mini deli sandwiches served on croissant rolls, and a massive spread of fresh cheeses. Further down the line where the hot food was kept, I could see a mountain of roast beef, ham, and prime rib, which uniformed chefs were on hand to carve for guests. 

I helped myself to some fresh pineapple, smoked salmon, and a cucumber sandwich for now, which I washed down with a scotch. It was all delicious. 

While I ate in a comfortable silence, I got an excellent view of all the guests outside on the deck from the windows. A sea of people had filled that part of the ship. Everyone had a drink or a plate in their hands as they lounged on chairs or walked the length of the boat. Everyone looked so excited, eager, and ready to have fun. Everyone was having a good time. 

At least for now. 

––––––––
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COULD A VIRUS UNLOCK our genetic potential?

By: Chaterine Hoyt
Excerpt of interview with Dr. Megan Alkova

“A unique sympton of this new virus is vivid premonitory dreaming.”

***
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NO KIDDING. TWO DAYS since that fancy ship sailed and last night, I dreamed of Catherine’s brother dancing along the walls, ceilings and corridors of a ship. Unburdened from gravity, and surrounded by a constellation of white particles, dust? In the dream I know I’m in a ship.

There’ music in the background, some rap/hippity hoppity thing from the guy solar flare, or whatever is name is.

The disturbing part was knowing, that there was something dark, behind the closed cabin doors that ran along the interminable corridors. Before I woke up some of those door had begun to open; it scared me, badly.

The real life bad part? The bad part is that John is nowhere to be found, Catherine is worried sick about him. Why can’t she just write that loser off?
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​Dearly Beloved
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BY: SHIVANGI NARAIN

One week since you died

Doctor Ellis says that writing down my feelings will be good for me, help me work through the grief. You would have laughed at that — you were always better at the whole emotions thing. But Doctor Ellis is good people, so this is me trying. Aren’t you proud? I’m sad, I guess. I miss you. It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out. They wouldn’t let me see your body. You’re probably not surprised; the hospital doesn’t exactly have visiting hours anymore. But when your spouse dies, you expect to at least be able to — I don’t know — get some kind of closure? Instead, I have a death certificate and a jar of ashes on the bookshelf that I can’t even disperse properly because the officials aren’t giving me the permissions. It’s not enough to stop me half expecting you to walk in one evening with that stupid smile and a bottle of wine like you always do when your shift runs late. The last one is still in the fridge. I haven’t been able to bring myself to drink it. 

10 days since you died

It’s 8 pm, and the neighbors are clapping again. You’re a hero now, apparently. They say it like they never slammed their doors in your faces, never left notes on our door calling you a threat to their safety. Like they never blockaded the street when you returned from a night shift, threw stones at you from their yards, spit at your feet. You’re a hero now — the fucking first line of defense. I want to go door to door and break each one of their hypocritical noses. 

They tried to send flowers when they heard the news, all of them. Every bouquet felt as snide and smug as the looks they first gave me when you were admitted. Each flower seemed to whisper plague house in hoarse, giddy voices. I threw them all out. 

They’re still clapping. They lean out of their windows, noses and mouths covered with pristine white masks, just like they do every week. There are signs out on their yards: ‘We support our healthcare workers!’ ‘We applaud those who risk their lives for ours!’ ‘Our heroes wear surgical masks!’. You’re a hero now. There was an article about you in the local — you would have liked that I think. Lindy Henderson said you ‘lit up the room, and always had a generous spirit’. She didn’t mention the time her husband slashed your tires. You’re a hero now. I fall asleep every day with clapping echoing in my ears. I dream about their damn hands falling off. 

15 days since you died

I tried to join the group video call for the first time since things got bad. I had to leave early. They act like I’m going to break and if I see one more sympathetic look... I spent 30 minutes in front of the fridge staring at that bottle of wine. Didn’t know whether I wanted to drink it or throw it against the wall. Finally compromised by taking a shot of cheap whiskey and throwing two of the crystal wine glasses your mum got us last Christmas. Sorry. 

23 days since you died

I dreamt about you last night. You walked in with your smile and your wine and we sat down for dinner and I said something ridiculous then you laughed and laughed and laughed until you choked. And once you started, you couldn’t stop. Your face purple, twisting improbably, eyes and jaw wide. You reached out to me but I couldn’t move. I tried, I really did, I swear. But when I tried reaching out my arms were too heavy to lift. I tried moving forward but my feet were stuck to the ground. I could only watch while you gasped and choked and gaped. 

And I realized for the first time I wasn’t the only one. 

Our neighbors stood with white masked faces pressed against our windows, climbing over each other like hundreds of rats hoping for a better view. They were clapping. That’s when the red started spilling from your mouth. 

I thought it was blood. Maybe it was, at first. But as it seeped through your teeth, trickling from your lips and dripping down your chin like the juice of some rotting fruit, it stained your scrubs like spilled wine. Each drop that hit the floor was a petal — deep and poisonous red, like roses or poppies. The carpet of flowers spread until they covered our living room floor, and spread outwards and away, tapering into a thread. A red string that snaked its way out of our front door. I somehow knew that it twisted and wiggled past our neighbors, still masked, still cheerfully applauding your grotesque display. And I knew, with dream-like certainty, that would inch its way through town with every cough that was forced from your lungs, splitting and branching until each segment came to rest in front of an unmarked grave. Were those the ones you couldn’t save? I couldn’t know. 

I could only watch as each gasp and cough buried you further until you were lost to me within a tomb of petals. Our neighbors still applauded, long after you were out of view. Somehow I knew — under their masks, they were smiling. Then as one: We offer our condolences. Then they faded away, leaving me alone, trapped in a room full of flowers. 

I woke up with red on my hands and fury in my throat and a white-hot burning in my blood that let me hope, for a second, that I would be joining you. And then it faded. 

1 month since you died

They’re running. Can you believe it? Those absolute fucking scumbags are running. Mitch Winters — a man who could probably have solved this whole thing before it even started by throwing around disgusting amounts of cash — has bought a boat. A boat. It’s all over the news. Man dropped one video on twitter and then disappeared. People are dying and this man is collecting celebrities, sticking them on a ship, and sailing them out to the middle of the ocean. And he’s bragging about it. He’s named it the All Powerful and it’s a damn pleasure cruise, a ‘safe haven for the nation’s elite’. People have died. You died. And he’s — 

I’ve been on Twitter all week. #EatTheRich is trending. Vloggers, movie stars, musicians, even celebrity chefs and vintners. They’ve all gotten invites. That airhead country star you used to hate even made a video about ‘how excited and honored she was by this opportunity’ and how she would ‘use this platform to prove that we’re all in this together’. I hope their ship sinks. 

Doctor Ellis thinks that I’m hurting myself, watching videos like this. You’d probably agree. But Winters could have helped. He could have saved you. Don’t think I don’t know about the withdrawn donation. You cannot tell me that more equipment, more medicine, more anything wouldn’t have helped. Men like Winters, with all their money and resources, could find a solution if they tried hard enough. They choose to go on vacation instead. And I can’t do anything. You know me, if it was any other time, I’d have taken to the streets. I started an online petition. It’s already got over a thousand signatures. Why does it make me feel even more useless? I just —

Winters has bought a boat and I’m screaming about it on the internet and to my dead spouse. Brilliant. I knew we were ants to the one percent, but no one’s been bold enough to say it outright before. I wonder if we can crowdfund a guillotine? I’m kidding. Mostly. I’m just too angry to think straight. I wish you were here. 

1 month and 3 days since you died

I dreamt that Winters’ ship went down. I woke up laughing. 

1 month and 5 days since you died

The number of cases in the state has gone up to 3000. 1200 dead. There was an ambulance outside the Hendersons yesterday. I thought I’d at least get some bitter satisfaction out of that, but it’s just empty. I’m too tired to think. 

I spoke to Romie today, which was weird. She was always more your friend than mine. We haven’t talked since the thing with her sister, you remember. Well I guess you won’t. Her symptoms started showing around the same time as yours, but she went quicker. And took the family with her. That was on Winters too. Romie’s not holding up well. I guess we’re more similar now than before. I’m going to keep checking up on her, I think she just needs someone to talk to. Someone who won’t look at her like she’s some sort of tragedy. Or worse, some sort of miracle. 

1 month and 10 days since you died

Romie called again. She’s angry. And you know what? I am too. There was an open call for workers yesterday. Dockhands, chefs, cabin crew. They didn’t say for what, but it doesn’t take a genius to guess. Hundreds showed up for the physical exam and an interview. I know that the Martinez boys went, and a few others from the neighborhood. 

Hundreds. God, he’s killing us for sport this time, these little crabs in a bucket pulling each other down for a slim sweet chance at escape. He probably thinks he’s offering us a mercy, patting himself on the back for thinking of the little people. There must be no greater honor for us plebeians than serving him and his in exchange for freedom from the ever-present fear of Red Lung. No spike of fear at every itchy throat, no stuttered heartbeat at the sound of a phlegm-pressed cough. Isn’t he benevolent? Isn’t he kind? I want to vomit. 

Romie’s voice shakes with anger when she speaks. It chokes her in a way that makes me see blood splatters as clearly as if she had the disease herself. It’s hoarse from screaming, thick with tears that she’s just too furious to shed, I think. She tells me she dreams of hands around a throat and I have no problem imagining whose. I’ve had that dream before. 

We had the ‘good fortune’ to not die. Everyone seems to think this is a blessing. A mercy. A kindness. What does a disease know about kindness? It sweeps through crowds culling us like so many stalks of wheat. It is indiscriminate in its spread, it has no heart. We cower and we cry and we pray and we hope because what else is there to do? The helplessness suffocates us if the blood doesn’t first. People say we were blessed, Romie and I. I don’t know what kind of blessing leaves me tripping over the empty spaces your love was supposed to fill. 

1 month and 16 days since you died

The All Powerful has its crew. One of the Martinez boys made it, the other two didn’t. I heard the youngest, Ryan, while he was on the phone with his girlfriend the other day. I wasn’t... listening in, exactly. But I was outside in the garden trying to meditate. Doctor Ellis suggested it would help with the anger that sits in my stomach like a corpse. It’s a work in progress. He was out in his yard, and he must have been near the hedge. The conversation was just loud enough to carry. He’s been having dreams, he said. The precognitive kind, that could mean sleepless nights full of rattling, blood-soaked coughs. He sniffled five times during the conversation. He cleared his throat six times. He coughed once. I saw red. 

1 month 20 days since you died

Romie knows the departure date. She’s been... I don’t want to say she’s been obsessing about it, but it’s definitely been on her mind an awful lot. I can’t blame her. The news cycle has been alternating between this stupid boat and the current death toll, and I’m not sure which I prefer. But the thing is, Winters’ team (not him, never him. He hasn’t deigned to show us his face since he first made the announcement) has been oddly tight-lipped about the details, and the date of departure especially. Probably too scared that one of us would come by and cough on it. Which... I wouldn’t rule out the possibility. But Romie knows the departure date. I don’t know how, and I’m not brave enough to ask. 

Romie’s voice was lighter than I’ve ever heard it. No, that’s not exactly right. She was downright giddy, manic. She kept telling me she had a plan, that she had to do it, that it would be worth it in the end. And well, I thought about her sister. Her mother, her father. About Adam and Lindy Henderson. About the ambulances that had come for 60-year-old Kevin Freeman and 15-year-old Ryan Martinez. I thought about you. And I think she’s right. It’ll be worth it in the end. 

I know she has plans to get on that ship. I don’t know how she intends to do it and I don’t want to. I’m more worried about the part of me that wants to join her. It’s stupid. I know you’d be disappointed in me for even thinking about it. But it feels so much bigger than you or me or Romie right now. It’s about men playing with people’s lives. It’s about rich scumbags who treat this as a game while we’re scared that stepping outside, that stopping to be kind to a neighbor, will leave us drowning in our own blood. It’s about #PartyPowerful trending on Twitter. I don’t know if this feeling is bloodlust or nausea or some weird mixture of both. But for the first time in nearly a month and a half I don’t want to die. I want to kill. 

1 month 29 days since you died

Two days to d-day and Winters has done something foolish. After weeks of silence, he’s opened his mouth on the internet. Not even a video this time, just two sentences on his official account —'Press welcome. If you know, you know.’ 

I wonder how many of his spin doctors he’ll take with him. Would his PR team be so complicit if they knew they were going to die on these blood-soaked shores?

I still have my press pass from my college internship and my old camera. I’m not going to try anything... I don’t even really know what my being there will accomplish. I just know I have to go. It feels like I’m being pulled towards it, whether I like it or not. I just can’t ignore such a beautiful coincidence. I might break open that bottle of wine. 

2 months since you died

Tomorrow’s the day. I dreamt of flowers filling my lungs and blood filling my wine glass and storm-churned waters and camera-flash lightning. It feels more like a blessing than an omen. 

2 months and one day since you died

I’ve done something stupid. It was crowded and loud and someone must have spilled, and well, you know the saying, loose lips sink ships? The protesters showed up with the press and Winters security was more focused on getting him on board than the pandemonium on the ground, and it was so easy to just... take advantage of the crowd. Nobody questions someone with a camera. So here I am. I don’t have much of a plan, but it’s enough. I know it’ll work. I saw it in a dream. 

Goodbye my love, I’ll see you soon. 

––––––––
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COULD A VIRUS UNLOCK our genetic potential?

By: Chaterine Hoyt
Excerpt of interview with Dr. Megan Alkova

“What’s the mortality rate?”

“We’re not 100% sure.”

“How’s that possible?”

“A large number of people have, disappeared. Vanished, if you will”

***
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MASSIVE ARGUMENT! JEEEZUZ Christ, Christine!!!

It’s not like John hasn’t vanished off the face of the hearth only to return when he needed something. On top of that her mom got Red Lungs, and now that woman is dreaming about her wayward miscreant of a son. 

Cathy is scared silly on all fronts. ‘Kyron what if mom’s dream is true?’, ‘Ky, what if he’s dead?’.

If only.

***
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FUCKING EAR WORM...mermaids, mermaids in Pontchartrain...Jesus. And first of all, mermaids don’t exist. And sure as dolphin piss in the water they wouldn’t exist in a lake!

***
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MY NEW SECOND, REGGIE Haslon, is following the All Powerful on social media. He’s going on about a Lea Lovely. I looked at the video on his phone. Pretty, but what stuck in my mind was a passenger behind her, whose face had turned tomato red as she suppressed a bout of coughing. Hopefully she was just chocking on cheese.
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​Boarding Call
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BY: S.E. HOWARD

It’s almost time, Djana Louette thought, pulling back the sleeve of her protective gown to check her watch. Most of the passengers have boarded. Another hour, and we’ll be underway.

She’d applied for the position with Mitch Winters after her sister, Deisha, had been diagnosed with Red Lungs. The official offer had arrived within days of Deisha’s death and she hadn’t thought twice about accepting. She’d quit her job at the hospital, packed a small suitcase, and left everything else—all of her belongings, her entire life—behind. Her car sat parked in the lot just beyond the cruise terminal. Djana had left the doors unlocked, the keys in the ignition so that anyone with half a mind could take it if they wanted. She didn’t care, not about the car, her apartment, or any of the things she’d left inside. That life was gone, dead and buried along with Deisha, and soon, she’d be embarking on another.

Almost time, she thought again. 

Not that she believed that Winters could save her—or anyone else—from the virus. The man was a pompous idiot; she, however, was not. As a nurse, she understood the science behind the spread of the disease—and just how easily it occurred. Despite all of Winters’s precautions, like the health checks she was helping to conduct for the spoiled, privileged passengers he’d handpicked to ride out the pandemic aboard his luxury liner, the All-Powerful, in her heart, she knew there could be no guarantee that Red Lungs wouldn’t find a way aboard. It was a chance she was willing to take, however, if only because Winters had offered her more money than she’d have made working at the hospital for the next ten years combined. And that, she reminded herself, would be more than enough to buy herself a whole new life once the pandemic was over. 

The kind I’ve always wanted, she thought, watching as a group of last-minute passengers headed across the dock in her direction. The kind Deisha and I used to dream about.

“Oh, thank God!” exclaimed a woman leading the pack, a petite blonde with hot pink, satin pants and matching sequined camisole. “I didn’t think we’d make it in time.” Thrusting out her arm, she presented a rumpled handful of papers. “Please tell me we don’t have to lug all of this shit onboard ourselves.”

By shit, she clearly meant the dozen or so pieces of matching Gucci luggage her posse lugged in tow. 

Djana glanced down at the paperwork she’d been handed and dimly recognized the woman’s name: Jessica Bly. Hadn’t she been up for a Best Supporting Actress nod in last year’s Academy Awards? 

“I have thirteen bags here,” Jessica continued. “We’re going to need a bell cart.”

“I’m sorry,” Djana said. “I’m not the concierge. I’m a nurse. I need to finish your boarding health check.”

“Oh, that’s okay.” Jessica said lightly. “They took care of all that back at the terminal.”

“I’m sorry,” Djana said again. “But there are still a few things left to do.” 

Jessica’s expression soured. “Like what? They checked our temperatures and stamped our forms. See for yourself. You’ve got them in your hand.”

“It won’t take long.” Hidden beneath the cover of her face mask, Djana’s smile grew brittle. “Just a few questions, all precautionary.”

Jessica rolled her eyes. “Look, none of us are sick. We’ve all been tested, and we’re negative. You’ve got those papers, too—along with my invitation from Mitch. I just got off a red-eye flight out of New York by way of Denver, if that gives you any idea of the kind of mood I’m in. So please...” She flapped her hand. “Just do whatever the hell you need to do and get out of my way.”

“You flew commercially?” Djana asked.

“Don’t remind me,” Jessica groaned. “Thank God I had first class all to myself, but they’re so goddamn uptight now, I couldn’t even get an in-flight drink, never mind a—” 

“I’m sorry,” Djana cut in. “But in that case, I can’t let you board.” 

Jessica blinked. “Excuse me?”

“You weren’t supposed to take commercial flights because of the risk for potential exposure.”

“What?” At this, Jessica uttered a harsh bark of laughter. “What was I going to do? Take a fucking Uber all of the way from Manhattan? Get out of my way.”

She started to barge past, but Djana caught her by the arm.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “But I can’t let you on the ship.”

“Get your hand off me.” Jessica glared at her balefully. “I have an invitation.”

“Yes, and with that invitation came a specific set of guidelines,” Djana replied. “Which included no commercial travel after your initial test results came back negative, to prevent the possibility of—” 

“I said get your fucking hand off me,” Jessica snapped, jerking herself loose. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

“Is there a problem, miss?” a man asked, Michael Something-or-Another, one of the dozen or so working security detail on the cruise who’d been assigned to the health checkpoints. He’d made numerous lame attempts at conversation with Djana over the course of the afternoon, all of which she’d patently ignored. He stepped forward now, and at the sight of him, the corners of Jessica’s mouth fluttered up in a coquettish sort of smile. 

“Yes, I’d say there’s definitely a problem,” she said, adding with a pointed glower at Djana: “This woman won’t let me board.” 

By now, the remaining passengers waiting at neighboring checkpoints had turned to look at them. An uncomfortable silence fell across the dock, with everyone’s attention in their direction.

“She took a commercial flight to get here,” Djana explained coolly to Michael. 

“So the hell what?” Jessica said. “Mitch Winters is a personal friend of mine. He won’t give a shit. I was one of Soraya’s bridesmaids—his wife, for Christ’s sake.”

“I’m sorry,” Michael said. “But I’m afraid the nurse is right. Mr. Winters provided extremely specific boarding instructions. They’re for your safety, and that of all his guests. We can’t let you on the ship.”

Jessica uttered a shrill bark of laughter. “You’re kidding.”

“No, ma’am,” he replied. “I’m not.”

Her brows narrowed and she glared first at him, then Djana. Finally, jerking open a side pocket on her travel bag, she snatched out a cell phone. “Fine,” she snapped. “Just fine. We’ll see about this.”

With that, she drew the phone to her ear, plugging one perfectly manicured fingertip into the other so she could hear better. “Soraya? Hey, girl, hi. Listen, is Mitchie with you? Oh, good. I’m getting hassled here at the boarding ramp.” A momentary pause, then, she glanced at Djana. “I don’t know, some bitchy nurse and Paul Blart the Mall Cop. They say they’re not going to let me on the ship.” Another pause, her smile growing strained. “Well, I had to catch the red-eye this morning out of LaGuardia. I had that whole thing with Vanity Fair I told you about and...” Her voice faltered. “What? What did he just say?”

Whirling around, she presented her back to Djana. When she spoke again, it was in a low hiss, but Djana could still overhear: “Are you shitting me? Are you seriously shitting me right now? What did he want me to do—reschedule? It was Annie-Fucking-Liebovitz. Tell him I couldn’t just—” 

Her voice cut short somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “He can’t do that. Tell him he can’t do that, Sora. I’m sorry, alright? It was a mistake and I’m sorry, but I’m not sick. Tell him I’m not sick.”

She continued to plead for another second or two, then fell abruptly silent. “That bitch,” Djana heard her whisper. “She hung up on me. That complete bitch.” Lowering the phone, she turned, her eyes glistening with tears. Singling Djana out, her brows narrowed, twin patches of furious color blazing in her cheeks. “Are you happy now? They’re going to leave me here, where everyone’s dying. You stupid bitch, this all your fault!”

With a hoarse screech, she launched her phone at Djana. Even though she tried to duck, it struck her in the forehead hard enough to leave her stumbling back a dazed, startled step, her hand darting to her brow. 

“You bitch!” Jessica screamed, just as Michael grabbed her roughly and they tussled together. As he dragged her away, she thrashed and screeched. “I’m not sick! Get your fucking hands off me! I’m not sick!”

* * *
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JUST KEEP IT TOGETHER, Djana thought in the aftermath as she hastily straightened up her supplies. As she gathered papers together, she noticed her hands were shaking and, steeling herself, she balled them into stubborn fists.

If you break now, you’ll never live it down. Be strong, damn it. 

“Are you alright?” one of the other nurses asked, approaching with wide-eyed hesitance. 

“I’m fine,” Djana replied without looking up. “Go ahead and start breaking down your station. We have a staff meeting at two o’clock in the infirmary. Make sure the others don’t forget.” 

“O-okay,” the nurse said, still staring owlishly. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’re bleeding.”

With a frown, Djana brushed her gloved fingertips against the sore spot where Jessica’s phone had struck. She could see blood when she drew them back. 

“It’s nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m fine. I’ll go back to my cabin and clean up.” 

The crew cabins had been assigned to one of the lower cabins on the ship, and even though there were elevators, Djana opted to use the stairs. They were faster, and less likely to be busy or in use. Everyone had witnessed her confrontation with Jessica on the dock, and the last thing she wanted to do was endure the prolonged and awkward silence while crammed shoulder-to-shoulder in an elevator cab. Just as she reached the crew deck, however, she heard something unexpected. Something that drew her to an immediate, startled halt. 

Red Lungs symptoms started out as little more than a common cold, with runny nose and scratchy throat. From there, they quickly escalated into raging fever and a distinctive cough. Like a seal barking, that’s how the TV news described it, but to Djana, it sounded far worse and more horrific. It made her think of someone hanging from the end of a noose, eyes bulging, cheeks flushed, lips turning first blue-tinged, then purple as they tried desperately, vainly, to suck in even an iota of air.

She’d never hoped to hear that hideous sound again, so when she did now, she froze in mid-step, hand poised against the railing, her eyes flown wide. Whirling, she looked behind her, but saw no one there, not in either direction down the hallway. With the voyage just getting underway and everyone at his or her respective posts, the corridors along the crew deck were conspicuously vacant. The was only one other place it could have come from, and she leaned over to peer down into the shadow-draped, inky darkness below. 

“Hello?” she called.

The deck beneath was for maintenance and storage, off limits to both passengers and all but authorized members of the crew. She could see a network of pipes and conduits trailing off from the stairwell landing into the underbelly of the ship.

“Hello? Is someone there?”

Even though she held her breath, straining to listen, she heard nothing. 

Get it together, she told herself. You’re still rattled from what happened on the dock and imagining things.

Closing her eyes, she took a long breath in through her nose, then slowly exhaled. 

It’s all in your head. 

When she reached her cabin, she examined her reflection in the bathroom mirror. By now, the small laceration between her brows had stopped bleeding on its own. It was too shallow to need stitches or leave a scar but until it healed, it would be a grim sort of souvenir, a reminder of what had happened.

Something I’m going to get asked about, she realized, toying with her hair to see if she could drape it just right and hide the wound. Over and over, I’m going to get asked. And over and over, I’ll have to—

Her thought came to a startled halt when someone knocked on her cabin door. She bit back an inward groan. God, what now?

When the knock fell again, she turned the light out in the bathroom and warily approached the door. “Who is it?” 

Through the peephole, she could see a man standing in the corridor: the security guard from the dock. “It’s Michael,” he said. “Michael O’Rourke, with security. We met outside—”

“I know,” she cut in. “I remember. What do you want?” 

“You took off before I could get back. They said you were bleeding and I...” He paused, then cleared his throat. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Oh,” she said, caught off-guard. “That’s...nice of you. Thank you. I’m fine.”

He nodded once. “Okay then.”

That should have been his cue to leave, but instead, he just kept standing there until at last, Djana said, “Did you need something else?”

“Actually, yeah. I passed by a cart making its way to one of the upper decks. It was loaded with a bunch of these. I doubt Williams is going to miss one.” He held up a bottle of Dom Perignon champagne within view of the peephole and offered a sheepish smile. “I figured we could both use a drink after what happened back on the dock.” 

* * *
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UNDER ANY OTHER CIRCUMSTANCES, she would have turned him away, but she decided that yeah, between Jessica Bly’s dockside tantrum and the Red Lungs scare she’d given herself on the stairs, she could definitely use a drink. Besides, Djana had to admit, Michael was kind of charming. Handsome, even. And it had been a long time since a man had done more than award her a passing glance or lame pickup line.

She invited him inside, and he popped the cork on the champagne, catching the foamy overflow in one of the coffee mugs emblazoned with a Winters corporate logo she found in her cabin. Once he’d poured them each a generous helping, he scooted a chair over as she sat on the bed and lifted his mug in a toast.

“Here’s to surviving the final boarding call,” he said. 

“Amen.” Djana leaned forward, tapping her cup against his. 

“So that woman...” he began, and it was all he really needed to say. 

She rolled her eyes and nodded. “Yeah. I know.”

“Who the hell was she anyway?”

“Some actress, I think.”

He chuckled. “Remind me to never watch any of her movies.” Pointing to a spot on his own forehead that corresponded to the wound on hers, he said, “Looks like she got you good.”

“It’s nothing,” she said with a shake of her head. “Just a scratch. I’ll live.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I picked her phone up at the dock.” Shifting his weight, he reached for his hip pocket and pulled it out. “We can hack her Twitter account, if you want. See if she’s got any nude selfies we can post to Instagram.” 

Djana smiled. “Thanks,” she said, “but no thanks.”

He inclined his head, brows raised. “Not the petty vengeful sort?”

“Most people aren’t worth the trouble. I prefer to take the high road.”

“You probably won’t like me, then,” he said with a laugh. “I’ve got a chip on my shoulder the size of a Buick. Just ask my ex-wife.”

He held out the bottle, offering a refill, and she leaned forward to accept it. 

“Is she the reason you’re here?” she asked. 

“My ex?” he said, she nodded. “I guess you could say that. My folks are both dead, and after Amy, my ex, and I split, there wasn’t much to really keep me tied to one spot anymore, you know? When Winters’s offer came around, I figured what the hell. Not like I had anything to lose.”

“What did you do before?” 

“I was a cop,” he replied. “District C-6 in South Boston.”

“I thought I heard an accent,” she observed with a smile. 

“Yeah, it’s kind of hard to miss,” he remarked, chuckling again. “I was born and raised there. My mom was a schoolteacher. My old man was a cop. I grew up wanting to be just like him. Joined the force straight out of high school and never looked back.” He tipped his head back and took a drink. “How about you?”

“I’m a nurse.”

He cracked a grin. “I gathered that, yeah.”

“I was born in Louisville, Kentucky. We lived there until I was in sixth grade, then my dad took a job out here, so we moved—me, my parents, and my twin sister, Deisha.”

“A twin.” His brows raised. “You guys identical?”

“We were.” Her smile faltered and she turned away, looking toward the small porthole window. “She got sick with Red Lungs before I landed this job. I helped to take care of her in the hospital, right up to the end. Both our parents died years ago; all we had left was each other.” 

Even now, she could close her eyes and see Deisha looking up at her with a glazed desperation from her ICU bed, her dry, cracked lips moving feebly around the plastic port of her endotracheal tube. Djana had been wearing full protective gear and wasn’t sure if Deisha had even recognized her beneath the protective mask, face shield, and gown.

“Without her, I didn’t see any reason to stay,” she finished quietly.

Michael reached out, taking her by the hand. It was a simple gesture, but in an age of social distancing, physical contact had become almost aberrant somehow, and she realized how much she’d missed and needed it.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and she had no defense against that, the kindness in his voice, his touch. She felt the sudden sting of unbidden tears and closed her eyes, struggling to contain them.

“You know what I think?” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, drawing her gaze. “This ship, this cruise, it’s a second chance. A do-over. We’re leaving behind a world that’s pretty much gone to hell, and we’ll come back to something different. Who knows? Maybe even something better.”

Hadn’t she thought the exact same thing? Even without the generous paycheck, she would have taken the job with Winters, because she’d been desperate to escape not just the hospital, the city, or even the plague. 

The world, she realized. She’d wanted to escape from the entire world. 

“Thank you,” she said to Michael, and again, it occurred to her that he was handsome, especially when he smiled. It had been a long time, she realized, since a man had smiled at her like that, or who’d been able to coax one from her in return. 

Too damn long. 

They sat together, talking and laughing as they worked their way through the bottle of champagne. Djana couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so hard, big, deep belly laughs that left her doubled over and gasping for breath, eyes smarting with tears. Nor could she recall when she’d last felt as comfortable with anyone—much less a man—as she did with Michael. 

“Well, damn,” he remarked as he moved to refill her cup, but nothing but a waning trickle came out of the bottle. “Looks like the party’s over.”

He sounded genuinely disappointed as he said this.

“It’s probably just was well,” Djana said. “I’ve got a staff meeting in the infirmary in about...” A glance down at her watch, then a groan. “Twenty minutes. I probably need to get ready and start heading that way.”

“Yeah, me, too. I’m due back in the security office now that the final boarding call’s done.” Michael rose from the chair, taking a moment to stretch. 

She stood, following him to the door. Feeling emboldened by the alcohol, she caught him by the arm, staying him as he reached for the knob. “Thank you,” she said. “For the champagne...and for checking on me.”

“My pleasure,” he replied with a smile. 

“I had fun,” she admitted, and her heartrate quickened as he stepped toward her, close enough for Djana to see herself clearly reflected in his eyes.

“Me, too,” he said, his voice low as he leaned toward her. “Maybe we could do it again sometime.”

“I’d like that,” she whispered, tilting her head back. She closed her eyes and felt his lips brush against hers, lightly at first, then settling. The tip of his tongue swept across the seam of her mouth, then past, and they kissed, long, slow, and deep, for what seemed like a wondrous eternity.

After he left, she leaned against the door, listening to his footsteps fade on the other side as he walked away. Her cheeks felt flushed, and her heart was still pounding, and she knew she’d never be able to pull herself back together before the staff meeting. All at once, though, she didn’t care. 

She’d hoped that the cruise would lead her to a better life in the aftermath of Red Lungs. For the first time, as the world and all of its horrors drifted away behind her, it occurred to her that it might have led her to better one already—and they’d barely left port. 
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​

CHATERINE’S MOM HAS taken a bad turn; it kills Cathy that she can’t be with her mother. When Evelyn was admitted, Cathy snuck into the hospital, she got to hold her hand for five minutes before being found out, escorted from the building with some heavy-duty chastisement and threat of charges if she tries it again.
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ALL POWERFUL, ALL POWERFUL, all yakety yak. All Regie yaks and yaps on about. He’s fixated on Lovey and  the celebs on the ship. He swears to me he saw a stow away. A Thyla something. He then went on about Lea Lovey vlogging with a Scylla. And almost peed himself when Winters made an appearance. ‘He’s a visionary!!!!’ good lord.
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THIS MORNING I FOUND Lyssa on the bridge; How would you like to salvage that fancy Winters’ ship?’My boss, ladies and gentlemen, she’s a wacky one, that one. Precog dream? I asked her. Nope, just a feeling. Lady please. Bad things don’t happen to people with that much money. She just smiled.

***
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COULD A VIRUS UNLOCK our genetic potential?

By: Chaterine Hoyt
Excerpt of interview with Dr. Megan Alkova

“Has the United States been hit harder than other countries?”

“We’ve allowed it to hit us harder, as Isaac Asimov said, ‘Anti-intellectualism has been a constant thread winding its way through our political and cultural life, nurtured by the false notion that democracy means that 'my ignorance is just as good as your knowledge.'”

“The many American who took refuge in ignorance, and denial of science and medicine, allowed the virus to thrive.”
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