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      BOBBY WAS IN HIS MOTHER’S living room, strumming his father’s old Fender when a gunshot tore through the quiet.

      A hiss from the kitchen.

      “Mom?” 

      Bobby set the guitar aside, heart already hammering twice as hard, his hand desperate to tremble. The seconds it took to rise from the familiar threadbare brown couch slowed in his mind enough to let Bobby see every detail of the inconsequential things around him: the remote control that he’d worn to mostly featureless buttons sitting atop the coffee table, the ring on the wood where his father always set his sweating pilsner glass, the tacky painting at the right side of the arched doorway between the living room and the eat-in kitchen showing a kitten atop a red pillow. Bobby’s sister had painted it in a college art class maybe a decade ago, and everyone acted as if they couldn’t see it, like a wart on an otherwise pretty woman’s lip. Bobby was seventeen when the cat painting had been hung. 

      Two seconds passed before Bobby put the guitar aside, but they felt like minutes. He had time to gauge his dual feelings: a reasonable emotion that claimed the shot was someone hunting or shooting targets near the big western field versus a far less reasonable emotion that swore the report meant trouble. 

      And his mother’s sharply hissed inhale? Surely that meant she was dead. 

      Three seconds. 

      Four. 

      He made himself set the guitar down deliberately instead of dropping it. 

      Five seconds. 

      And she was just standing there in the middle of the shitty, faded linoleum floor he used to roll toy trucks across, gripping her left wrist with her right hand. 

      The kitchen was too quiet. Like everything these days. They only ran the generator when needed, and without the electric hum that had once permeated life’s backdrop, the empty aural landscape made most moments feel gravestone silent. 

      A tiny smacking sound. 

      Then another. 

      Bobby looked down, saw red droplets hitting the floor at her feet. 

      “I’m fine,” she said. 

      “Is it deep?”

      “I keep getting after Daddy to sharpen the knives. But you know your father. If he’d have done as I asked, my finger would probably be on the floor.” She laughed. “Good thing.” 

      Bobby’s eyes went to the cutting board and the black-handled knife beside it. She’d been dicing carrots. The board was clean, and the chopped carrots were untainted. She’d turned away before bleeding. How considerate. 

      “Let me see it,” he said, coming forward. 

      She made a face, the fingers of her left hand going white from the pressure. “Rupert, honey, no. Remember passing out when your dad was in the hospital?” 

      “I was ten, Ma.” 

      And I keep telling you, I go by Bobby now.

      “You’ve never been good with blood.”

      “I’m good with helping my mother.” 

      He took her hands. Her lips pressed together in silent agreement. That, at least, was true. Bobby was the youngest by seven years. They’d thought they were done before having the baby of the litter, and these days were both getting on in years. But as much as Bobby sometimes felt like a burden asking for money (and still having his mother do his laundry; he really needed to knock that off), he’d always been his mama’s boy. 

      Bobby looked at the cut, saw smooth sides that peeled apart like matching rubber gaskets.

      “We should get you to a doctor.” 

      “Rupert … ” 

      “It’s not bad in town, Ma. I ran through it on my way. Doc Mackenzie is still seeing patients.”

      “But with the disease … ” 

      “They’ve set up barricades, but it’s just a precaution. You don’t see many. That’s what the people I talked to say.” 

      A small lie. Bobby had driven through the three stoplights of the rural shitburg they called a downtown with his windows up, superstitiously afraid to breathe. The disease didn’t spread that way as far as he’d heard, but it was better safe than sorry. 

      “Just wrap it.” 

      “Ma, it’ll get infected.” 

      “We’ve got Neosporin.” 

      “It’ll bleed out.” 

      “And kill me?” She tried to laugh but wasn’t great with blood either, and Bobby could tell she was a bit lightheaded. “I don’t think people bleed to death from their fingers.” 

      “Ma … ” 

      The screen door banged against its frame, announcing an arrival: his father and Uncle Owen, both carrying shotguns.

      And covered in blood. 

      “Jesus, Dad!” 

      “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, Rupert.” His father, with his usual practicality, slapped his shotgun onto the kitchen island. Like the men, the weapon looked like it had taken a hit from a water balloon filled by a leper. 

      “Robert!”

      Bobby’s father looked over with genuine surprise. He was reaching for the refrigerator, probably to grab a beer. Robert Haydock was a paragon of getting down to business. When his own father had died, he’d brushed palm to palm after the funeral and, with dry eyes, announced, “Well, that’s over.” 

      He followed his wife’s gaze — to the bloody gun on her otherwise clean countertop — and rolled his eyes before moving it to the porch. Pools of blood stained the counter. 

      “What happened to you, Dad?” He looked at Owen and nodded, but it was his father who’d need to explain their state. Owen, a half-uncle rather than a full one, was the product of a second marriage and twenty years younger than his father. There were only seven years between Bobby and Owen, making Owen younger than two of Bobby’s siblings. They’d lived like brothers for most of their lives. Now the others had moved across the country, leaving Bobby and Owen behind. 

      “It’s handled,” said his father.

      “But what happened? We heard the gunshot.” Bobby wanted to add that the shot had actually surprised the lady of the house enough to cause an injury, but he’d only pull that out as leverage if his father remained the black hole that he usually was. Not that guilt was much of a lever on the old man. 

      “Just a creeper.” 

      “A really messed-up one,” Owen added, grinning for a second before catching Bobby’s eye and realizing it might be inappropriate. He straightened his face. “It was caught in the fence.” 

      “At first,” Bobby’s father added. 

      “Did it … ?” said his mother.

      “No, of course not.” 

      “But you’re covered in⁠—” 

      “They swell at a certain stage. Makes ’em like a big balloon. Don’t worry about it. It didn’t get at us.” 

      “Then wash up. Right away. And get those bloody clothes down to the cellar, in the burning bin. You listen to me, Robert.” She really did look like she might faint. She put a hand on the counter to steady herself. 

      “Yes, Mother. I just want to get a glass of⁠—” 

      “Now! And get the gun, too! With the rubbing alcohol. I don’t want it dripping all over my floor!” 

      “We’ll get it, Lois,” said Owen, picking up some of his half-brother’s eye-rolling. “And we’ll be sure to wipe down … ”

      Owen trailed off. He was staring at the kitchen island, which he’d been promising they’d wipe down, where Bobby’s mother had put her hand when she’d felt faint, to keep her balance. 

      Her blood mingled with the blood from the shotgun. Her fresh cut wicked the blended pool.

      Bobby felt his heart stop. 

      “It’s fine,” said Owen, head jittering between the three silent faces. His lips flapped a few times before finally finding words. “I … I don’t think it spreads that way.”

      Bobby grabbed his mother’s healthy hand and dragged her to the bathroom, to the water, to the Neosporin, to the bandages that he feared would change nothing at all.
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      “DAD.” 

      “NO.”

      “DAD!” 

      “NO, RUPERT.” 

      Bobby sighed. He was standing while his father sat on the couch, his tall glass of beer in front of him in its worn-in ring on the coffee table. He was reading a biography of Winston Churchill, held mostly closed with a finger between the pages to mark his place. There was an actual bookmark on the coffee table, but not reaching for it told Bobby one thing clearly: I don’t expect this to take longer than a few seconds, no matter how important your fool ass thinks it is.

      “But Dad … ” 

      Bobby trailed off on his own. It was possible that he was literally incapable of staring his father down or talking through his silent barricades. Theirs hadn’t been a rough household by any means, but farmer’s roots made it disciplined. By the time Bobby was born, his parents had three kids’ worth of practice. In his mother’s case, the worn-down end of her parenting journey made Bobby the baby who got away with more than anyone. But in his father’s, it meant that rules were designed for compliance, habits were ingrained, and children were to listen when spoken to sternly. 

      “Doesn’t matter what Owen hears back. I told him not to go, but he’s my brother, and it’s his truck, so Godspeed. And hell, I suppose you’re old enough now that if you wanted to go out and beat the bushes for news in your own truck, I have no business stopping you. But you won’t tell me how to run my household, Rupert Robert Haydock. Your mother is sick, and hospitals will only make her sicker. She’s best staying here, where she won’t risk getting that Rip sickness.” 

      “They’re calling it Sherman Pope now, Dad.” 

      Bobby was suddenly sure that if they still got a newspaper, his father would have slapped it hard on the coffee table for emphasis. 

      “I don’t care if they’re calling it Pope John Paul! Owen wants to go out there into it and take his chances; that’s his business. If he can manage to come home without bringing it back, then fine. Of course, I’ll listen to what he says. This thing won’t last forever, and soon enough, the Army and National Guard will get it under control. But unless he comes back and says that the town is clean enough to be holding Harvest Festival without no one thinking anything of it, then we’re not taking her in. She’s fine here. Do you hear me?” 

      “But … people … ” Bobby wasn’t sure how to say this. There was still a loose network of mouth-to-ear chatter out here in the sticks, but it was conveyed over fences and on porches now that electricity was gone and most of the outside-world communication had gone with it. Yes, people murmured on that casual network about a lot of things, but
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