
        
            
                
            
        

    
Prepper’s Sacrifice
 
Chapter 1
 
Stewart's wife was talking about traveling again, and it was driving him nuts. 
‘Oh, we haven’t done much traveling, to be honest. Though I’m sure it’s in our future somewhere.’ Anne pulled a long golden lock from her ponytail and twirled it between her fingers. 
Stewart clicked away at his pen, like he usually did when he found himself in a less than ideal situation. A visit from Tim, his old college buddy, shouldn’t have had him feeling as agitated as he did. However, things had changed. Stewart had changed. He wasn’t the same person that Tim had known years ago when they’d been in college together. Married and with a whole new life that Tim knew nothing about, Stewart felt as though his nerves were being shattered by the talk of vacations, of hopping off to some country that more than likely had its waters contaminated with all sorts of chemicals. 
‘You should have seen us, Anne,’ Tim rambled on. ‘They must have rigged those jet skis, because I’ve never gone so fast in my entire life.' 
‘Oh, Jamaica sounds beautiful,’ Anne said, pouting the way she always did when she really wanted something.
Stewart wasn’t the least bit surprised at how interested his wife was in the conversation. After all, if it weren’t for him tying her down, she’d be skipping off to all corners of the world without thinking about the ‘what ifs.' A part of him felt sad that he wasn’t the kind of person to hop off on vacation to all the exotic places the world had to offer. However, he couldn’t bear the thought of being so far away from his home, or being so far from a place that he’d worked hard to prepare for the dangers that could, at any time, present themselves; tsunamis here, hurricanes there, unstable governments, and not to mention an epidemic that was slowly but surely seeping its way into all parts of the globe. 
‘What do you think, Stewy?’ Anne interrupted. ‘Don’t you think we ought to leave Fort Lauderdale for a while and take a trip somewhere else?’ 
Stewart fought hard to bite his tongue. He wanted to ask her if West Africa sounded good, with Ebola taking it by the horns and all. ‘You know, honey,’ he said as calmly as he could, ‘with all the things going on now, I think we ought to put a vacation off for a while.’ 
‘Oh no,’ Tim said, ‘you’re not one of those, are you?’
‘One of who?’ Stewart remembered that tone all too well: judgmental, with a hint of ridicule. 
Before Tim could answer, Anne interjected, coming to her husband’s defense—just as she usually did when she feared he’d throw one of his fits and start talking about how the world would come to an end, and how no one was safe. ‘We’ve got a stockpile and all that. You really should take a look. I mean, it’s better to be prepared than sorry. Don’t you think?’ 
Stewart could tell that Tim wasn’t the least bit surprised. In college, Stewart had been somewhat of a recluse. He was the type of guy who would rather stay in his dorm twenty four hours a day than partake in any of the fun activities the campus had to offer. If it weren’t for them being roommates, Tim might not even had known that Stewart existed. 
‘Yeah, I mean, it definitely sounds interesting. Perhaps we can take a look at that stockpile a bit later. So what do you think about this whole Ebola thing?’
 ‘Ah, Ebola.’ Stewart ran a hand through his dark, curly hair. His interest in the conversation was building. ‘You know, it’s a lot more serious than everyone’s making it out to be. Look at that case that made its way here. The news keeps talking about the same darn thing, but there’s more to it. There’s so much more to it.’ 
‘Yeah, like what, then?’ Tim pushed the conversation forward. 
Stewart was certain that Tim was more interested in hearing a wacky conspiracy theory rather than a boring rundown of the virus and the potential it had to sting Florida with more chaos than the state could manage. 
‘Population control,’ Stewart blurted out, feeding Tim’s desires anyway. 
Stewart watched as Tim tried with all his might to contain his laughter. The way Tim’s teeth latched onto his lower lip for dear life was a sight to be seen. Stewart looked him dead in the eyes, trying as hard as possible to look sincere. 
‘It’s no laughing matter, Tim,’ he said firmly. 
‘Laughing? Who’s laughing? Not me. I mean, population control makes sense.’ But then, he couldn’t help it and the breath that he was holding to contain his laugh escaped him.
‘Think about it, Tim,’ Anne said. ‘Our tiny planet is home to nearly eight billion people who don’t care the slightest bit about the environment. We’re too many. There’s really too many of us.’ 
‘Look at China with their one kid policy. It all makes sense, doesn’t it? Except it doesn’t work in Africa. There’s hardly any way that they can tell those men to keep it in their pants and that one kid is more than enough. Instead, they’re hopping about in their polygamist lifestyles, impregnating here and impregnating there.’ Stewart was aware that he was going a bit overboard but the more ridiculous he got, the more interested Tim became. 
‘Yeah, but that’s Africa, Stewy. This has nothing to do with the United States.’ 
‘Oh really, now? You’re trying to tell me that the cost of living here isn’t in and of itself a form of population control? But we don’t understand it. We have all these dreams of having big families and big backyards filled with laughter. We don’t understand that the government’s telling us to slow down. And what happens when we don’t listen? They find a way to make us listen. This Ebola case is just the beginning. I give it a few more weeks before you hear about ten, if not twenty more cases and then before you know it, bam, we’re all fighting for survival.’ 
‘But you’ve got your stockpile, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.’ Tim smiled. 
‘I’m just messing with you Tim. Ebola’s a virus and it’s going to do what it’s intended to do. It’s going to be spread. With no cure and way too many people dying, I’m not planning on taking any chances. So yes, I’ve got my stockpile and if shit hits the fan, I’ll make sure that I won’t have to be running around looking for supplies. ’ 
Tim joked, ‘Now that I know where you live, I’ll be sure to watch the news, see when it’s time for me to make my way over for a can of beans.’ 
For the first time that night, a laugh escaped Stewart. ‘You’ll be the first person that I turn away. With all the traveling that you’ve been telling us about, I’m not sure I’d trust you to be healthy and I’ll be damned before I let you cough all over my home and infect Anne and me.’ 
This was Tim’s cue and he started coughing more obnoxiously than ever. ‘Oops, I think you better call the doctor.’ He laughed. 
‘Oh Tim, you’re as funny as they come.’ Anne laughed, patting him on the shoulder. 
‘You think that’s funny? I should tell you about the time…’ 
‘Stop it, Tim. If you dare, I’ll spray you with all the disinfectant that I’ve got in this house.’ 
‘No, please,' Anne insisted. 
Though Stewart had been the college introvert, it didn’t mean that there was no humor in the things he did. There were tons of stories that could have been told that would make Anne roll on the floor 'til the morning sun set in. 
Tim looked at Stewart and then at Anne. ‘Oh hell, a little disinfectant can’t hurt.’
‘Bite your tongue, Tim,’ Stewart said matter-of-factly, but not firmly enough to prevent Tim from spilling the beans. 
‘So there was one time,’ he started, shooting Stewart a glance that gave him a good idea of the story that he was about to tell. 
‘Hell, go for it,’ Stewart said, hiding his face between his palms. 
‘I came back to the dorm one night, puking my guts out and all. The next thing I know, it was morning and there was just a whole bunch of loud noises and grunts. I turned around to see Stewy’s mattress up against the wall and him pulling in jug after jug of the water he’d purchased at Walmart. I’m like, Stewy, what on Earth are you doing? You know what he said?’ 
‘No, what did he say?’ Anne’s face lit up. Her mouth had already assumed perfect laughing position. 
At the other end of the table, Stewart’s face was still planted in his palms. 
‘Stewart said, I came home puking, and when he asked me what was wrong, I said, water.’ 
Stewart removed his hands from his face and joined in on the laughter. ‘What was I to think? The only thing Tim said was ‘water’ so I thought the water was contaminated and that’s what was causing him to puke. So rather than having to use the water from the main, I decided to go out and buy water that I knew would be safe to drink.’
‘Oh but Anne, that’s not even the best part. He turned, plopped his mattress back onto the jugs of water— having removed his bed frame from the room and all—and when he jumped on the bed like he always did, one jug after the other busted open.’ 
‘He flooded the room.’ Anne laughed even harder now. 
‘He flooded the room,’ Tim nodded profusely. 
‘Yes, yes, I flooded the room and then this idiot jumped right off the bed and nearly broke his ass.’ 
Minutes later, Tim and Anne were still consumed with laughter. They roared and giggled, giggled and roared and then Anne finally caught her breath and asked, ‘So what was wrong?’ 
‘I’d had too much to drink that night. I was asking him for water and he mistook it for me telling him the water was contaminated.’ Again, the room filled with laughter. 
‘The makings of a prepper.’ Anne smiled, leaning into her husband and placing a delicate peck on his cheek. 
‘So that stockpile—why don’t we take a look at it now?' asked Tim. 'Then I can really see what preppers are made of.’ 
The three left the table, pushing in their chairs prior to making their way to the pantry. Almost in a line, as was popular in elementary school, they marched behind Stewart, who led the way. 
The house was decently sized, though perhaps a bit too big for Stewart and Anne. Rooms that should have been used for baby number one and baby number two were now storage areas. Through the kitchen they went, squeezing behind a door that hardly opened due to the masses of goods packed into the space. 
‘Here it is,’ Stewart gloated. 
Tim was obviously impressed, which made Stewart happy. He and Anne had practically played Tetris with the items in order to have everything fit. Seeing Tim appreciate their efforts definitely made showing off worth it. In the pantry, there was hardly any space for walking due to the gallons of water that had been positioned on the floor. Everything was food coded. The only difference between Stewart’s stockpile and a grocery store shelf was the oddly canned goods and the abundance of mason jars. 
‘Over here.’ Anne pointed to a notebook that hung on the wall. ‘This is our list. We’ve got everything written down here with the expiration dates and amounts in stock. Once we know that something’s running low, we keep a note of it here.’ She pointed to another booklet on the wall.   
‘That’s impressive, but why don’t you just computerize it all?’ Tim asked.
Stewart had thought about putting everything into the computer. It would certainly make things a lot easier to update. ‘If something crashes, I’d have a hell of a time scavenging through the pile and jotting everything down again.’ 
Once Tim seemed as though he’d taken it all in, Stewart asked, ‘Would you like to see the other rooms?’ 
‘Well, of course,’ Tim exclaimed.
Stewart was sure that like most people, Tim had a preconceived idea of preppers; one that put prepping into the ‘silly’ or ‘paranoid’ category. Stewart was happy to show Tim that like him, many preppers didn’t live in a home that screamed ‘hoarding.' The living room was as normal as normal could be. It consisted of a television, a comfy sofa, a coffee table and a wall unit, just like most other homes. The walls were lined with photos of Anne, photos of Stewart and of course, photos of the lovely couple on their wedding day, goofing around in the grocery store and just hanging out like normal people did. 
Stewart led the way upstairs, to what once was an ordinary bedroom but now, was home to more toilet paper than supermarkets stock. In addition to all this, there were great amounts of medical supplies to one corner. Stewart was still in the sorting phase in this room and thus, things weren’t nearly as organized as they were in the pantry. 
‘This room will be home to some of the bulkier items that we have,’ Stewart explained. ‘We’re planning on lining the walls with those shelves that you see over there, just to make things a bit more organized.’ 
‘I’ve got to admit, Stewy, you guys did one hell of a job preparing this place for just about anything. I’m proud of you, man. But lemme just say, I’m hoping that you won’t have to dig into any of your supplies soon—or at all, for that matter.’ 
‘Me either really,’ Anne chimed in, ‘but we do use some of this stuff quite often. We’ve got something of a rotation system going on. Once something’s close to its expiration date, we make sure to use it up and jot it down on our list to restock.’ 
Stewart exploded with pride. Tim had never sincerely been excited or the least bit enthused about anything Stewart had done. Tim’s interest in their stockpile made Stewart happy. It wasn't that that he was trying to please him, or that he ever intended on pleasing anyone with it, but the genuine interest warmed his heart. 
Back at the dining table, Tim bombarded Anne and Stewart with questions. ‘So, how does one get into this sort of thing?’ he asked. 
‘Well, let’s just say that I was a little like you when I met Stewy: carefree and always wanting to get to know each part of the world to its fullest extent,’ said Anne. 
‘I’m not surprised Stewy married someone like me,’ Tim joked. ‘I always thought he had a bit of a crush going on.’ 
‘Except you weren’t half as attractive as Anne,’ Stewart shot back. 
‘Stewy, enough about me.’ Anne giggled. ‘As I was saying. I wasn’t much into this kind of thing but I was very into Stewy. I was friends with one of his colleagues and met him at a business outing. Let’s just say we hit things off pretty fast, and there wasn’t a day that went by when I didn’t think of him.’ 
‘She’s got a thing for the smart ones,’ Stewart said, buffing up his chest. 
‘I bet you taught her just how dangerous the world is.’ 
‘In a sense, but I guess it’s more of how we can combat that danger by being prepared. You see, Anne and I have little to worry about. If shit does hit the fan, we’ve got all we need at home to have a good time. Including countless bottles of that delicious scotch you’re so keen on downing.’
The conversation went on, complemented by one too many glasses of scotch. By the end of the night, Stewart felt like a college student: drunk and without a care in the world. He quite enjoyed Tim’s company and was happy that his wife had invited him over. A part of Stewart had forgotten what it was like to have friends who could just let themselves go and enjoy life. Most of his dinners or nights out with the ‘guys’ were consumed with talk of work, and how much they couldn’t stand their boss. 
At a little after one a.m., Tim’s taxi arrived. Anne and Stewart accompanied him to the front yard where they said their goodbyes. The stayed outside for a few minutes after he had left, just taking in the freshness of the air and embracing under the star lit sky. 
‘Good night?’ Stewart turned to his wife. 
‘Great night,’ she replied, pressing her head against Stewart’s chest. 
Deep down, Stewart knew that with the way things were going, great nights would, soon enough, be hard to come by. 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Stewart focused on the lips of the news reporter as she slowly read each word from the teleprompter. 
‘The usually fatal Ebola virus disease has Florida in a state of panic now that two new residents have tested positive for the virus. This makes the third case in the Sunshine State, and residents are wondering what’s being done to prevent an outbreak. The World Health Organization has refused to comment on the new cases and is withholding the names of the victims. How they got infected, who they came into contact with and also the condition of these residents remains confidential.
              ‘We’re all doing the best we can to keep things under control and to come up with a cure,’ said Dr. Henry Drogan of the Florida Medical Institute, a scientist who has been very vocal about his belief that Ebola isn’t as serious as it’s being made out to be.
'However, with a significantly high fatality rate, there’s no denying that the people have a legitimate cause for concern. With limited information on the cases in Florida, residents want to know how much more is being kept from them.
Have there really only been three cases?
Is there a possibility that a mutation could cause the virus to become airborne?
Are we really safe?
Is there a cure that we’re not being told about?
These questions and more are being raised time and time again. Though we’re prompted to remain calm, there’s no way to completely forget the potential threat that Ebola poses to us. It made its way here, to the United States, and now we’re all in harm’s way.’
As if Stewart wasn’t already in a state of panic with the first case in Florida, now there were more and no one felt like talking about where it came from. If this guy had traveled on a plane, then surely there were hundreds of people in danger, hundreds of people who didn’t know that they'd had contact with an infected man or woman. Did they have no quarantine measures in place? Were they housing these Ebola patients in the same hospital as regular patients? Stewart was furious, but this fury would get him nowhere. He’d seen masses of people protesting on the streets, but he wasn’t one to stand out in the scorching sun with a poster that nobody useful would read. Plus, being squished between protestors and failing to get answers would anger him even more. Though he found it great that so many people were willing to take a stand, no part of him believed it would work. No matter how loud the people screamed, no matter how moving their words were, no one was answering their questions. He wasn’t going to portray himself as a clown, pleading for answers when no one cared. Instead, he’d stay prepared. He’d ensure that he and his wife had everything that they needed to be safe and stay safe. 
Just as he was about to barge into the shower to rant to his wife, his phone rang. 
‘Hey buddy, how’s it going?’ Tim’s ever-jovial voice chimed in. 
‘Ah, Tim. I’m okay. Yeah, I’m okay. How about yourself?’ 
‘As good as good could be.’ 
‘So what did I do to deserve this phone call? Tell me the lady of the day cooks you breakfast and you’re not looking to have my wife whip up a meal for you, because…’ 
Tim laughed. ‘As good as that dinner was, no, that’s not why I’m calling. The paper landed in my hotel room and I thought about it.’ 
‘See, I wasn’t lying when I told you that it’s coming.’ 
 
‘I knew you would say that. I just wanted to say good job on predicting that there’s more to everything than they’re letting us believe.’ 
Stewart wasn’t sure if Tim was starting to take things seriously or if he’d called merely for the comic relief of it all. 
‘I wouldn’t say it’s something to congratulate me about. Trust me, I was hoping I’d be wrong. But that’s what I’m telling you—before we know it, the whole world will be fighting for a hospital bed and it won’t do much good because even the nurses and the doctors will…’ 
‘I wouldn’t take it that far.’ The grim reality of the situation seemed to be dampening Tim’s mood. ‘I think we’ll all be good as long as we wash our hands and drink lots of green tea.’ 
‘Green tea. I guess it all depends on who’s serving you that green tea.’ 
‘Well, let’s just say that the lady of the day doesn’t look the least bit sick, and with energy like hers, she’ll kick Ebola’s butt right back to where it came from. So I’ll be safe for as long as she’s around.’ 
‘I guess all the bachelors in this world are immune then.’ 
Their conversation came to a quick end once Anne entered the living room. 
‘Who was that?’ she asked, noticing that Stewart had promptly ended his phone call. 
‘Ah, just Tim. Calling to talk to me about the news.’ 
‘The news?’ she asked, pulling her blonde hair into a ponytail.
‘Yeah. He read about the new cases. Funny thing is, I was right on my way to tell you about them. They’ve diagnosed two more people with Ebola.’
‘In Florida?’ 
‘Yes Anne, in Florida, and my guess is that they’re keeping then in the hospital right up the road. Silly of us, isn’t it? To buy a house so close to a place that houses disease.’ 
‘Stewy, we’re not moving.’ 
‘No, no. I wasn’t saying that we should move, but I mean, it’s kind of troubling to think that once those people are let out, they’ll be shopping at the same stores as us, shaking the same hands as us. I get that they’ll be cured and all, but one slip up is enough for Ebola to get out of control in the US.’ 
‘And sleeping in the same bed as us,’ Anne mocked. ‘You’re getting a bit too invested in this whole thing. There are over five million people living in Florida and a mere two cases is no cause for concern.’ 
‘Three cases,’ Stewart corrected. 
‘Two, three, four, same difference. The point is, neither you nor I are going to get sick.’ 
‘If you say so, but that doesn’t mean you should be walking around patting every Tom, Dick and Harry on the shoulder.’ 
‘Eh. Just Tom and Harry,’ she said in between laughs. 
‘Ah, I see what you did there. Still, be careful.’ 
‘I’m always careful,’ she said, and headed back into the bedroom to finish getting dressed. 
In an hour, they’d have to head through the door and to work. Stewart took the time to collect their bugout bags from their individual cars and check the supplies. This was something that he did regularly, just to ensure that in the case of an emergency, they had the basics to get through the first 72 hours on the run. In fact, his car wasn’t the only place he kept a bugout bag. He had one in the pantry and another in his office. He wanted to make sure that no matter where he was when disaster struck, he’d be prepared. Anne, on the other hand, had only kept one in the house and in her car primarily because she knew that Stewart would throw a fit if she didn’t. 
‘Are you ready then?’ she asked. 
‘Yup, just finished up,’ he replied, handing her the newly sorted-through bugout bag. 
Together, they exited the house and into the scorching Florida sun. Anne gave Stewart a peck on the lips before heading to her car and off to the bank where she worked as a Senior Investment Relationship Manager. Stewart exited the driveway a few seconds after Anne’s car turned onto the main street. 
Within fifteen minutes, he arrived at the office where he was greeted with the regular hellos and then an ever-edgy Lucy, who fluttered from insurance agent’s office to the other, certain that one error would cost her this job. She was a young girl in her mid-twenties. Stewart could see how hard she was trying to work her way up. She’d apparently chosen an internship at their firm due to their promises of allowing the interns to ‘get their hands dirty,’ something she seemed exceptionally fond of. However, until now, her hours consisted of bringing everyone coffee and ensuring that everyone’s schedules were on point. 
‘How are you doing, Mr. Thomas?’ She turned to Stewart, extending a hand which he pretended not to see.
‘Pretty good, Lizzy.’ He smiled. 
‘Lucy,’ she said quietly. 
‘Sorry?’ Stewart said, not hearing what it was that Lizzy mumbled. 
‘Lucy, sir. My name’s Lucy.’ 
‘Ah, yes. I’m so sorry dear. Long night.’ 
It wasn't that Stewart was trying to mess her name up on purpose. He just wasn’t very good with names. Today wasn’t the only day that he’d called her something close to her name, but not close enough. He wasn’t sure who was more embarrassed by it; her or him. 
‘Can I get you anything, then?’ 
‘Oh, no thank you,’ he said, ‘I’m all set. Wife made sure to make me a nice big thermos this morning.’ 
‘Oh, isn’t that sweet...’ Before Lucy could say anything else, Stewart had disappeared into his office. 
 
***
 
‘Home so early?’ Anne said, surprised to see her husband perched in front of the television. 
‘Can you believe it, Anne? They’re still not saying anything about these new Ebola patients.’ 
Anne rolled her eyes. She wanted a normal conversation. A, ‘hi dear, how as your day’ kind of conversation. But Stewart was acting as though Ebola had tapped him on the shoulder and stared into his eyes. 
‘Don’t you think it’s getting to be a bit too much now?’ she asked calmly. 
‘It damn well is. Three cases in the span of a week. You know what this state will look like in a month. Everyone will be walking around with face masks and whatnot.’ 
‘That’s not what I meant, Stewy. I meant you talking about Ebola, Ebola, Ebola. It’s getting to be a bit much. Can we just watch a movie or something?’ 
‘Yeah, of course. Let me just head to the pantry and check our pile first. That way, we can head right to bed after and not have to worry about getting the shopping list ready in the morning.’ 
‘Yeah, sure.’ Anne was a slight bit relieved, though not less annoyed. Surely a movie would get his mind off a virus that had nothing to do with them, a virus that had only infected three people, not the millions like Stewart was making it seem like? 
Anne headed to the bedroom. The dull walls were starting to get to her. Though she’d been the one who insisted on keeping them white, now, she felt as though a little color would work wonders. She placed her cellphone on the small table in front of the window before pulling the perfectly pleated striped curtains back and allowing a glimmer of light to bless the room. However, the sunlight wasn’t the only thing she let in. Ed, or peeping Ed as she liked to call him, was in his regular spot by his bedroom window, peeping out in hopes of seeing something exciting. Anne headed to their king sized bed and kicked off her heels before slipping into more comfortable attire. She then turned on her laptop and sorted through all the movies she’d watched and the ones she was dying to see. She figured that since Stewart had been such a pain with his talk of the virus, she’d annoy him with a chic flick. 
 
***
 
In the meantime, Stewart was in the pantry, checking his list for all the things they could use. Fifty items later, he felt as though he’d written down most of the things they would need. 
‘Are you ready?’ Anne yelled to Stewart, who she assumed was still in the pantry. 
‘Yeah, heading up now.’ 
In the bedroom, Anne was already comfortable with a few pillows tucked behind her back. Stewart joined her to see that the movie she picked out. 
‘Ah, I see what you did there.’ Stewart smiled. 
‘Well, I think it’s a fair tradeoff. I listen to you rant on about Ebola and you get to enjoy girl’s night with a great girl film.' 
Anne could tell that the movie bored almost each and every bone in Stewart’s body. However, there were a few times when his funny bone was tickled because a chuckle or two managed to escape him. More than likely, they were laughing for different reasons, but this didn’t matter. At least he wasn’t thinking about that stupid virus. 
The movie came to an end ninety minutes later and as all chick flicks go, the girl got the guy and they lived happily ever after.
‘Good, huh?’ Anne greeted her husband with a smile. 
‘Eh, if the woman looked like you, it would have been a lot better.’ 
Anne was amazed at how easily compliments fell from her husband’s mouth without him even noticing it. She blushed, truly happy that after so long, he still knew how to make her cheeks turn red. It was in moments like this when she remembered what it was about Stewart that captivated her. He was the kind of guy who didn’t have much of a filter. He was the kind of guy who didn’t pay much attention to women, but he paid attention to her. From the minute that they had met, she was astonished at how willing he was to unleash a compliment and at how sincere it all felt. The way his eyes would light up when she got all dolled up for a date and the way he claimed her with a pride that was incomparable, made her realize that there was no man in this world who could make her feel the way he did. 
She wrapped her arms around her husband and snuggled into his chest. ‘I love you more than you love obsessing about prepping,’ she said. 
‘I prep because when everyone else is busy fighting for survival, I’ll be able to focus on loving you.’ 
Again, her heart melted, and she positioned herself to peer into his eyes. There was no doubt in her mind that Stewart loved her, but recently, he hadn’t been his usual affectionate self, and she knew that as soon as another report came on the news, she’d lose her husband to the TV reporter—and not because he/she was hotter than her. She grabbed the moment by the horns and treated her husband to something that they both thoroughly missed. 
Anne closed her eyes and assumed her regular sleeping position with her head against her husband’s chest. She felt Stewart wiggle around beneath her and heard him tapping away at his phone. She knew there was nothing new on the virus because just within a minute of plucking the phone from the bedside table, Stewart set it back down. 
 
***
 
The following morning, Stewart grabbed his list from the coffee table and called for his wife to accompany him to the grocery store. A minute later, she joined him with a list of her own in her hand. She left the ‘checking of the supplies’ to Stewart and created a list of her own that was more about enjoyment. If it weren’t for her, their home would be filled with cans of things that had no means of sparking their taste buds—except, of course, a couple cases of scotch that Stewart ensured never ran low. 
‘You wanna hear what’s on my list this time?’ She smiled. 
‘Go for it,’ Stewart replied. 
‘Well, I’ve got three cases of Snickers, with a bunch of coupons to make them close to free, and I’ve got Skittles and those cereal bars that will make me as fat as a house. Oh and the regular soda, chips, salsa, cookies, cigarettes and tobacco.’ 
‘Cigarettes and tobacco?’ Stewart let out a boisterous laugh. ‘Have I managed to stress you out that much that you’re turning to cancer as an escape?’
‘No, silly. I bought this ebook online about items that preppers can barter, and you’ve got to have ciggies in there.’
‘Why would we need to barter? Our house is stocked with more things than you’ll find at Walmart.’ 
‘Well, better prepared than sorry, right?’ 
‘Better prepared than sorry.’ His face filled with pride. He knew that his wife was taking to their prepper lifestyle, but he didn’t realize that she was as invested as this. 
In the grocery store, they got all the things on their list, including a few odd ball items. Anne threw in a couple of other things she had read about in the barter ebook and decided that they had enough space in their home for diapers, wet wipes, baby food, some cheap reading glasses and a couple of Sudoku books. Though she knew that the likelihood that Stewart would let people in their home to trade items was rather low, she felt as though buying some of those items for a worst case scenario couldn’t hurt.
***
 
On the way home, Stewart flicked on the radio. 
 
‘It’s Elisa and Derrick here with the four o’clock news. The CDC have confirmed that all three Ebola patients who were being held at the Fort Lauderdale International Hospital have succumbed to the Ebola virus. Comments, however, have not been made on when these patients lost their lives, though it is believed that the first victim past away as early as last week Friday. The CDC is urging anyone who believes that they might be infected with the virus to contact the appropriate authorities. Keep in mind, the symptoms for Ebola in its early stages are fever, muscle pain, vomiting, diarrhea, and headaches. If anyone you know exhibits these symptoms, refrain from handling their bodily fluids as doing so will put you at risk of contracting the disease. This, of course, does not mean that there’s a cause for panic, but it’s important that we all know just what to look out for. Stay safe, Fort Lauderdale. Now, onto the weather with….’ 
 
Anne reached forward and clicked the Off button on the radio. ‘Damn it, Stewy. It’s really serious, isn’t it?’ 
‘Yup,’ he replied, trying hard to hold back his panic. ‘But we’re good. We’ll be alright. Like you said, it’s only a few people in a big, big city.’ 
‘But can you believe that they had them here? Across the street from us, pretty much.’ 
‘Anne, let’s not start worrying now.’ He patted his wife on the shoulder, a gesture that she seemed to appreciate.
Little did she know that there was a whole bunch of brewing going on in her husband’s head. However, he needed to focus on driving. He needed to shut it all out before he was allowed to give his two cents. He didn’t want his wife to panic; he was the one who was supposed to be doing all the panicking. 
The logical part of Stewart went over the facts. He told Anne of how hard the virus was to transmit, though he didn’t believe half of what he was saying. He told her of how it was unlikely that these people had contracted Ebola within the United States. He said whatever was necessary to keep her calm. 
Panic was weakness and he knew that in the face of an outbreak, his wife would be the stronger one. He needed to keep her that way. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3 
 
Two months later
 
On a deserted street, Stewart was being chased by an elderly man with a blood-stained beard. 
‘I haven’t got what you’re looking for. I’m not one of them,’ Stewart panted, having ran for what felt like miles. 
The man didn’t speak; he just kept walking, faster and faster, backing Stewart into a corner alley that he wouldn’t be able to get out of. 
‘Please sir, please,' Stewart pleaded, 'don’t do this to me. I don’t want to get sick. Please don’t. I haven’t got the cure. I’m just a simple man. An insurance broker.’ 
Just as the man reached out his blood covered hands, Stewart jerked forward. 
‘Huh?’ he said, confused. He was no longer backed into a vomit-stained wall in an alley he didn’t recognize. Instead, he was at home, in his bed. Safe. 
Two months had gone by and Ebola had become a problem that not only Stewart was aware of. With hundreds of cases in Florida and more than he wanted to think about in the entire United States, Stewart felt as though no place was safe. He’d stopped going to work a month ago, calling in sick day after day. However, he knew that it wouldn’t be too long before his boss called bullshit on his excuses. Granted, Stewart would have no proof that he was ‘sick’ because unlike the regular faker who would go to the doctor’s for a note, Stewart wouldn’t dare to set foot in a place that was intended for the sick. 
His wife, on the other hand, went to work as usual. Each time before leaving the house, she’d remind Stewart of how silly he was acting. Stewart was fully aware of the fact that she didn’t agree with him cutting himself off from the outside world. She’d even threatened to call the cable company and disconnect their television and internet.
Each moment that Anne was at work, Stewart's panic worsened. Though he knew that his wife would be exceptionally careful, he couldn’t help the fear that something bad would happen. In fact, the only thoughts he'd had recently were grim ones. His dreams made him sweat with fear and he couldn’t fight the feeling that things weren’t going to start looking up anytime soon. To keep his mind occupied, he decided to turn the last empty bedroom in their home into a quarantine room. This was more for Anne than it was for him. He knew that if anyone close to them got sick, Anne wouldn't turn them away. Instead of having to battle with her about leaving this person outside, he decided that the best way would be to have a room designed for them, thus eliminating the need to contaminate their entire home. 
With a sanitizing station, a bed fitted with plastic wrapping, lots of water and food as well as gloves and other necessary equipment in place, Stewart felt accomplished. His next course of action was to bring the ladder from the basement up to the quarantine room. This would be necessary as the quarantine room was on the second level of their home and anyone entering would need to do so through the window. He put the ladder in place, leaning it beside the window, before settling down on the floor to catch his breath. 
‘Stewy...Stewy…’ came Anne’s voice. 
He hurried to his feet, knowing that what waited for him was another yelling match about why he needed to go to work and how his boss was surely going to fire him. 
‘Why don’t you just quit already? Just quit already, will you?’ Anne had repeated what felt like a thousand times, in their previous conversation. Though he knew she had a point, he was holding on to the hope that a cure would be found and his fears of leaving the house would be eradicated. Stewart wasn’t up for it. He was sick and tired of fighting with his wife, but each time that he considered leaving his home, he could just feel the deadly virus seeping into his skin. In fact a part of him shuddered when he thought about caressing his wife when she came home. He thought about the hands she had shaken, the door handles she had touched, and the countless people who came way too close to her. However, there was no turning a cold shoulder to his wife. He knew that she was being careful. He’d managed to hop out to her car once when she was asleep to see that she was, indeed, making good use of the box of hand sanitizers he had so smartly positioned in her trunk. From a box of twenty travel size hand sanitizers, Anne had gone through eight in a little over a week. 
‘I’m coming, Anne… I’ll be there in a minute,’ he said, hopping up from the corner of the room and pretty much sprinting his way down to the first level of their home. 
His wife looked distraught. There must have been something else bothering her. Stewart knew that his new introverted lifestyle was taking a toll on her, but this was definitely something else. 
‘Oh my god, you’re not sick, are you?’ he said, holding her at arm’s length. 
‘No Stewy, I’m fine. I’m really fine, but do you remember Erica?’
‘Erica… Erica...’ Stewart searched his memory for an Erica. The only person who came to mind was the intern from his office. He didn’t think Anne would be so worked up about a girl from his workplace, so he was certain it couldn’t be her. ‘No, I don’t think I know an Erica.’
‘Redhead, big boobs, works in the office down the hall from me.’ 
‘Big boobs… not many girls in your office with big boobs…’ Stewart tried to joke, but Anne wasn’t having it. 
‘Damn it Stewy, I’m trying to tell you something here. The girl who everyone thought was having an affair with my boss.’ 
‘Ah, yes. Of course. Now I know who you’re talking about. What’s wrong with Erica?’
‘She’s sick. Someone said she left work with a high fever and everyone was thinking that she might have it.’ Anne’s face turned pale.   
‘It?’
‘Ebola! Damn it, Stewart. The only thing you’re obsessed with, and you can’t put two and two together?’ 
It wasn't that Stewart had no idea what she was talking about. However, seeing his wife in this state definitely made him concerned. As a result, it became difficult for him to quickly process the information she was feeding to him. 
‘Oh shit. No way. Did you touch her? Was she in your office?’ His eyes widened with panic. 
‘She doesn’t have it!’ Anne exclaimed, though she didn't seem relieved by the fact. 
‘What?’ 
‘She doesn’t have it.’
‘So what’s all the panicking about? Why would you come home acting as though you just found out that your entire office was at risk?’
If it hadn’t been for that hopeless look on his wife’s face, Stewart might have raised his voice. She instilled a new level of fear in him without even knowing it and all for nothing, it seemed. 
‘Because I finally understand. I mean, she’s only got the flu, but for the hours that everyone was wandering around guessing who came in contact with her and who didn’t, I understood. I totally get what you’re saying and I don’t blame you. I don’t blame you at all for staying at home. I mean, if it was Ebola, what on earth would I do? I couldn’t come home to you, knowing that I’d put you at risk.’ 
‘You would
come home,’ he emphasized. 'You contracting it wouldn’t put me at risk, not until you’re showing symptoms, at least. And plus, I’ve got our new quarantine room ready and you can bet that I’d nurse your right back to good health.’ 
‘You’re trying to tell me that you’re better than all those doctors in the hospital that couldn’t nurse anyone back from Ebola?’ 
‘You know, Anne, just the way that you could make the most horrible meal taste good because you put enough love into it, I could make you better because I’d put enough love into it.’ 
 
***
 
Stewart reached over and pulled Anne in for a hug. She squeezed tightly as her husband showed her the affection she very much needed. No matter how chaotic the world outside was, Stewart definitely knew how to make her feel safe- regardless of being the center of panic himself.  A part of her wished he could internalize the things that he said to her, believe them enough to snap out of his fears. But she knew that it wasn’t possible. She knew that comforting her was easier than comforting himself or allowing her to comfort him. 
Though she had calmed down a bit, she was in no way over the fear that she had shot into her by her coworker being thought to be ill. She knew that from now on, it was worth being a little more cautious and considered staying home for a few days, at the very least. After all, she didn’t only have herself and her safety to think about. She needed to ensure that she wouldn’t be the one to put her husband at risk. 
Stewart pulled his wife away from her thoughts. 'Would you like to take a look at the room?’
‘Absolutely,’ she said, and they both went up to the room to take a look. 
‘Look, I’ve even put a TV in here, so that whoever’s in the room won’t be bored to death.’ 
Stewart flicked on the television and then froze. Anne’s mouth widened with surprise as she saw the words roll across the bottom of the television screen. 
 



Chapter 4 
 
There wasn’t enough skin on Stewart’s body to fit the goosebumps that wanted to make their way over him. The high Florida temperatures didn’t have the capability to keep his temperature from falling. Instead, a cold wind of fear took over, making him speechless and breathless at the same time. 
‘This can’t be happening,’ he exclaimed. 
He turned to look at his wife, who seemed to be having a hard time closing her mouth. 
‘How could they allow something like this to happen?’ he said to Anne. She didn’t reply. ‘Anne!’ 
‘Stewy. Is it time to start worrying?’ 
Stewart almost cackled at the oddness of the question. After all, worry was something he’d felt a long time ago before there was really a cause for concern. Worry was what had kept him home from work, what had prompted the state of panic Anne knew he was in. 
‘No, Anne. Not at all. We’ll be safe. We’re safe right where we are. They like to over-exaggerate the headlines. It makes it hard for us to switch the channel.’ He didn’t believe a word he was saying. But what was he supposed to tell her? All the things he’d been spewing in the past few months about the potential of the virus weren't fact. They were paranoia. However, the idea that a single passenger had infected almost everyone else on an airplane was fact. It was a fact that no matter how he tried to flip it; no matter how he tried to play it down, it was simply the scariest news they could have heard. 
Before Stewart could offer even more consolation, Anne stopped him in his tracks. ‘Shh. I wanna hear this, Stewy.’
Stewart drew back and positioned himself closely to his wife. He thought about draping his arm over her shoulder but refrained from doing so in the fear that she’d sense the terror trembling through his entire body. The minute Stewart saw the look on the reporter’s face, his heart sunk even deeper into his chest. When she started to speak, he was sure it had stopped pounding. 
 
‘The World Health Organization is calling for the passengers who took flight number SA184 from Liberia to Fort Lauderdale on September the 3rd, to get in contact with the necessary authorities. Reports have come in that a pregnant passenger, confirmed to be infected with the Ebola Virus Disease, may have infected a large number of the plane’s passengers as well as flight attendants.
Why was the infected passenger allowed on the airplane? How many people came in contact with the passenger? These are just a few of the questions citizens are demanding answers to. Officials from Liberia stated that the infected passenger did not reveal that she had been in contact with the virus, and had not shown symptoms prior to entering the airplane. However, things took a turn for the worst when a mere two hours after the flight had left Liberia, her condition deteriorated. Amongst these symptoms were vomiting which is believed to be the main source of bodily fluid the passengers came in contact with. 
A flight attendant from the airline was quoted saying, ‘she was pregnant and so it wasn’t the strangest thing for her to be throwing up. I’ve been working as a flight attendant for over five years and it’s not the first time that I’ve come across an incident like this. My coworkers and I just tried to get the aisle and the bathroom cleaned up as much as possible and a couple of passengers pitched in to help. The last thing on my mind was Ebola. I mean, she was pregnant. Pregnant women throw up. Unfortunately, unlike the other cases this flight attendant had to deal with, these symptoms weren’t due to pregnancy...’
 
Stewart knew Anne had heard enough when she grabbed the remote from the television stand and forcefully clicked the Off button. 
‘It’s okay, Anne.’ Stewart rested a hand on his wife’s shoulder. 
Anne looked at her husband with tears welling in her eyes. ‘As though thinking my coworker was infected wasn’t enough. Now we’ve got to deal with this. Except there’s no happy ending here. This lady doesn’t have the flu and her poor baby… What’s going to happen? Oh gosh, all those people who were on the plane, and their families.’ 
Filled with panic himself, Stewart wasn’t sure how to comfort her. ‘They’re gonna find them—’ 
‘Find them? Sure, they’ll find them alright, but what about all the people they came in contact with? It’s been over three days now since that plane landed here. Who knows how many of them started to show symptoms and shrugged it off as the common cold, only to pass it on to more people than they can count on their fingers and toes?’
‘The average is eight days, Anne. So in all likelihood, even if a few of them are infected, they won’t be passing it on to anyone.’ 
‘Screw averages. I can’t… I just can’t… This is too much.’ 
She broke down in her husband’s arms and Stewart held onto her for dear life. The day really hadn’t gone in his wife’s favor and this news just added fuel to the fire. While holding her, all Stewart could think about was how bad things could get and how there was nothing he could do about it. Sure, he had a stockpile. Sure, he didn’t mind staying home. But Anne, she was outgoing. She loved work. She wouldn’t like being locked away twenty-four hours a day with him and his stockpile. 
 



 
Chapter 5 
 
Over the next few weeks, the virus wreaked havoc on Fort Lauderdale. One case here, another there and of course, more false alarms than one should have to deal with; it seemed as if no one was safe. With Fort Lauderdale International hospital being the main treatment center for Florida Ebola victims, Stewart and his wife felt as though staying home was the only option they had. In fact, their last trip out of their home was focused on getting all the things they believed they still needed. The grocery store and the hardware store were the only two stops they had made. Stewart had joked about wearing the hazmat suits he had bought online. On this final trip out of the confines of their home, it seemed as though everyone had heard that the grocery store cut their prices in half. Of course, this was not the case. Quite the contrary and Stewart spotted a few items with prices he was sure went up by a minimum of fifty percent. The shelves were empty, the register lines were long, parking spaces were a dime a dozen and the panic was evident. Every cough and sneeze led to scorned looks and whispers. 
Anne had cashed in all her vacation days, something that her boss wasn’t necessarily happy about, considering the most of his employees were fighting for excuses to stay home. However, since Anne had never—in the five years she had been working for the company—taken a vacation, there was no saying ‘no.' At home, she occupied herself by dedicating her time to nurturing her vegetable garden.
 
***
 
‘I’m gonna head inside and get a drink. Want something?’ 
Stewart stuck the shovel into the ground and caught his breath. ‘Absolutely,’ he said, nodding profusely. 
He retrieved the small towel he had so neatly tucked into his back pocket and swept it across his face. ‘Damn it,’ he sighed to himself, ‘how on earth do people enjoy going to the gym?’ 
He had been outside for a mere hour, shoveling away at the ground with the intention of digging holes deep enough to hold the trash they’d surely accumulate over the coming weeks. Though his wife had voiced her opinion on how ridiculous she found the idea, Stewart knew it was a necessity. Things were nowhere as bad as they could be. But with delays in trash pickup due to strikes and possible illnesses—though no one would confirm this detail—Stewart and Anne had seen a significant increase in the amount of trash their home housed on a biweekly basis. 
‘Here you go, honey.’ Anne handed her husband a tall glass of lemonade with about a half a tray of ice cubes. 
‘You’re the best,’ he replied, carefully retrieving the glass from her hand. Without pausing to firmly grasp the glass, he tilted it up and took a swig before losing his grip and spilling the juice all over himself. 
Anne cracked up. ‘You’re like a little baby.’  
‘More like a man who’s never worked out in his entire life.’ He picked the glass from the ground and set it down in an upright position. ‘Look at this. One more hour and I won’t have any skin left on my palms.’ 
There were blisters forming everywhere. However, this wouldn’t stop Stewart from digging away at the ground for as long as it was bright out. He knew that the time would come where going outside needed to be a quick deal and then, there’d be no chance of embarking on a one-man shoveling journey. 
‘Gosh, Stewy. That doesn’t look good at all. Why didn’t you wrap something around it before you got to work?’
‘Didn’t think about it to be honest. Thought my hands were rough enough to deal with a little friction.’ 
‘Evidently not. Come, let’s go inside and get this dressed up. I don’t feel like having to giggle my way to sleep because of your whimpering.’
‘I’m just gonna finish up first. I mean, my muscles hurt more than these blisters.’
‘I don’t see why you’re doing this to yourself. It’s like torture.’ 
‘Nah. I see it more like a surefire way to get a good back rub and tending to from my wife.’ 
Anne chuckled. 'I’m sure you’re not out here rubbing skin off your hands for a little tending to. I’ll be back in a sec. I’m gonna get some bandages.’ 
‘So does that mean I won’t be getting a massage? I mean, come on. Look how great I did. These holes will hold more trash than the city dump.’ 
Anne didn’t answer. 
Stewart watched as his wife walked away and he could almost see the smile stretched across her face. There was no doubt in his mind that she’d be rubbing each and every bit of tension out of his back before they went to bed. For the first time in a while, he didn’t feel stressed and threatened by the Ebola outbreak that was holding the city hostage. 
‘Vacation,’ he said to himself, remembering their conversation with Tim. ‘This here is the perfect vacation.’ 
‘Vacation!’ A boisterous voice chimed from a few feet away. ‘Can’t say I blame you, really. Except after news of that plane broke, I don’t think I’ll see setting foot on one of those for a while.’ 
‘Ah, Ed. How’s it going buddy?’ 
‘Nothing much really. Feels like I haven’t seen you in a good minute. What you been doing? Hiding away from the sun.’ 
‘More like the virus, to be honest. Gotta keep your distance from the center of the action these days.’ 
Stewart used the word ‘buddy’ very loosely. Ed was a lot of things, but Stewart’s ‘buddy’ wasn’t one of them. It wasn't that he didn’t try to like the guy; more that Ed made it increasingly hard. He was the kind of neighbor who didn’t miss a beat when it came to the happenings of the neighborhood and Stewart hated being spied on. Even more unnerving was Ed’s knack for gossiping, the way he knew everything about everyone and was never short of an opinion—that was a big turn off for Stewart.
Stewart decided to make a beeline for his house. Inside, Anne was pouring a fresh glass of lemonade. Stewart turned to his wife with a smile.  ‘Weren’t you supposed to bring me some bandages for my hand? Instead you had me suffering with the darn shovel.’ 
Anne made her way over to her Stewart, who was standing with his back pressed against the mahogany front door. ‘Oh sweetie, your hands were already bleeding. Plus, you pretty much hurried inside, right after me.’ She took his hands into hers and said with a grin, ‘Now, you’re not a boy anymore. I think you could use your hands getting a bit rugged. ’
‘Are you flirting with me, my love?’ Stewart removed one hand from her grasp and glided his fingers through her silky blonde hair. 
‘Would you be opposed to such a thing?’ She blushed. 
Stewart drew his wife closer in for a kiss, keeping his feet planted on the mat below. She wrapped her arms around his waist, squeezing tightly as his tongue toyed with hers. Stewart's mind wandered back to the moment when they first kissed; the nervousness he felt as he placed his lips on hers. Now, even after so many years of being married, he still had butterflies fluttering his in stomach. 
Before things got any further, Stewart pulled away. ‘I can think of just the thing to replace that massage you owe me.’ He smiled. 
‘I can think of something I can’t refuse,’ Anne shot back. 
‘Let me get washed up first and I’ll meet you in the bedroom. Deal?’ 
‘Deal,’ Anne agreed. 
Stewart carefully untied his laces, trying hard to prevent even the smallest trace of dirt making its way onto the hardwood floors. One by one, he slipped out of his boots, with his hand pressed against the door for support. 
He admired Anne as she made her way upstairs, amazed at how she managed to maintain such a neat body. He’d heard all the horror stories before he has said ‘I do’. You’re going to have to love her even when she’s big and round, his cousin Erick had teased. His mom, prior to her passing, had made him promise that he’d love Anne even when the wrinkles set in. This had a lot to do with his parents getting divorced because his dad just couldn’t come to terms with the way her beauty seemed to slip away as the years piled on. However, Stewart saw things differently. To him, the years didn’t show on Anne. In fact, every time he laid eyes on her, she looked just as mesmerizing as she did that first day. 
He dusted the dirt off his pants and removed them too, before making his way up the stairs and into the bathroom. Reaching behind the door, his fingers felt around for the light switch and with one click, the room was illuminated. He squinted his eyes before turning on the tap and allowing the cool water to soothe his blisters. ‘Ah, that feels good,’ he sighed. 
Not usually a guy for cold showers, he surprised himself by turning the shower dial to blue instead of red. Upon entering the shower, he immediately regretted his decision. He hated the cold. That’s one of the reasons that he’d stayed in Florida and so it was silly of him to think that even on the hottest of days, a cold shower would be the slightest bit enjoyable. 
The water quickly went from cold to lukewarm and Stewart closed his eyes and reveled in the way it felt beating down on his head and over his shoulders. More time than he had imagined must have slipped away because his head shot up when he heard Anne’s voice. 
‘You’re not going to make me wait forever, are you?’ 
‘I’ll be out in just a minute,’ he yelled back. As quickly as he could manage, he washed himself and exited the shower. 
In the bedroom, Anne was wrapped under a thin blanket with a book in her hand. ‘Took you long enough,’ she mumbled as Stewart entered the room with nothing but a towel clinging to his waist. 
Stewart’s eyes widened as he watched his wife remove the blanket and reveal the sexy lingerie she had tucked herself into. Like a nerdy high school boy, he covered his eyes with his hands and peeked through his fingers.
Anne patted the side of the bed, gesturing for him to get in beside her. He was thrilled at how eager she was to wrap her arms around him. It didn’t take much for him to give in and lose himself in his wife. Though they hadn’t been as bunny-like as were when they first met, they hadn't lacked any kind of intimacy until recent virus-related events. Stewart was definitely over the moon that they’d managed to rediscover the fire in their relationship.
After cuddling for a good half an hour, Anne informed Stewart that she was going to make them something to eat. ‘Any preferences?’ 
‘Not at all,’ he replied and went back into relaxation mode. 
It wasn’t before long that he’d drifted away into a slumber, only to be woken by his wife who stood before him with a platter of food: a salad made from freshly picked tomatoes, accompanied by a side of garlic bread. 
‘Looks great,' he said, taking the tray from his wife. 
‘Let’s hope it tastes as great as it looks,’ she replied. 
‘I’m sure it does.’ Stewart pushed himself up to plant a kiss on his wife’s forehead. 
Together, they sat in bed and enjoyed their meal. Stewart thought about flicking on the television to catch up on the news but decided that he didn’t want to ruin the day with negativity. He was sure that there wasn’t much being reported, outside of the fact that everyone should be, ‘afraid… very afraid.’
 
***
 
A few hours later, Stewart was rubbing away at his eyes, trying to fight the sleepiness that overcame him. He walked over to the window at the opposite end of the bedroom, did a quick look out the building, to see that Ed was playing peeping Tom as usually. 
‘What you looking at?’ Anne asked, pulling her eyes away from her book for a quick second. 
‘Ah, nothing,’ Stewart replied before pulling the elegantly striped curtains closed. 
Back in bed, he said goodnight to his wife, who asked if it was okay if she kept the lights on to read for a bit longer. Stewart didn’t have a problem with this. It had been a while since his wife had had her nose buried in a good book. For a moment, he imagined what it would be like to have no worries in the world and to be sipping Mojitos on a tropical island with his wife. He imagined what it would be like to see the other men on the island fill with envy as his wife flaunted her perfect self on the beach. He knew that everyone would wonder, like Tim did, how he managed to make her his, and this would definitely make him smile. Perhaps he would suck it up, one the pandemic subsided, and treat them both to a much needed vacation. 
He turned to Anne. ‘We should go to Jamaica.' 
‘Jamaica?’ 
‘Yeah, you seemed so interested when Tim was talking about vacation. Jamaica’s just like an hour away. Plus, I’d love to see you dance to some good old Bob and the Wailers.’ 
Anne reached over and patted Stewart on the head. ‘I love you,’ she said. 
‘I love you more,' he replied. 
Not too long after, Stewart was fast asleep. The shoveling had really done a number on him and though he didn’t usually snore, tonight, he let out a few loud ones. He dreamt of a place that was as close to paradise as he could imagine. Lost in waters as blue as the skies, he felt free, without worry and completely and utterly whole. Vacationers sped by on their jet skis and in the distance, he saw his wife tucked away under a big yellow umbrella. There was no Ebola, no rioting, no need to panic. At least not at first. He heard something. Was it Anne? No, it sounded more like a man, like Ed. What on earth was Ed doing in his dreams? Surely, there was some gossip that needed to be told. Ed’s gossips were the least of his worries. In his dreams, he scoured the beach to see if he did indeed see Ed. The screaming got louder and then there was a hand on his shoulder. 
‘Stewy,’ Anne tugged at his t-shirt. 
‘Huh? Huh? Oh, gosh. I was dreaming, we were in Jamaica and then…’ Realizing that the screams he had heard might have actually been real, he flicked on the lamp beside his bed and examined his wife. ‘Are you okay?’ 
‘Something’s wrong, Stewy. Something’s really, really wrong.’ 
 



 
 
Chapter 7 
 
This was the fastest that Stewart had ever made his way to his feet. Still a bit confused by his dream, he couldn’t quite tell what was going on. Because he’d seen nothing wrong with Anne when he had flicked on the lamp, Stewart felt as though he needed the bigger light to get a good look. 
‘Not with me, Stewy. I’m okay, but I think there’s something wrong with Ed.’ 
Stewart calmed down a bit to hear that the screaming hadn’t stopped. It was indeed coming from Ed, but not the Ed in his dreams. His next door neighbor wasn’t a loud guy. In fact, with all his peeping and spying skills, it was always hard to see him coming. Stewart remembered when Ed had first moved next door to him. He’d managed to sneak right up behind Stewart without making as much as a peep. A frightened Stewart had asked him how he managed to be so quiet, pushing the gate open and all. Ed had told him that it was a skill he’d learned in the military. 
‘What’s wrong?’ Stewart caught his breath. He looked down at his hands to see that they were shaking uncontrollably. 
‘How the hell should I know, Stewy? Do you think I climbed out the window to check before I woke you?’ 
‘No, of course not. But... I’m just still half asleep. What was he saying?’ 
‘I heard ‘help’, I think. I can’t quite tell. There was just so much screaming. I’m scared, Stewy. What if something bad has happened? Do you think he’s hurt? Or maybe it’s his wife. Isn’t this around the time that she usually gets home from the hospital?’ 
‘His wife’s probably just had enough of him and is threatening to leave. I’m sure it’s nothing serious—let’s just go back to bed. In all likelihood, he’ll be telling us all about it in the morning.’ 
The way Anne furrowed her eyebrows was enough to tell him that she wasn’t about to just hop in bed for a cuddle. 
‘Oh gosh, I really hope it’s something like that. But I dunno. Would he be making such a ruckus if it were? Maybe we should go look. See if he’s alright and all.’ 
‘Anne, it’s none of our business,’ Stewart said firmly. ‘If we went to go spy, we’d be doing the same thing that we complain about.’
Soon enough, it would become their business. The screams seemed to be getting louder and not too long after, their doorbell sounded. Both Stewart and Anne jumped at the unexpected ringing of their doorbell. Anne tried to whiz her way past Stewart who stopped her in her tracks. With his hands placed tightly around her arms, he said to her, ‘Anne, you are not going to open that door.’ 
‘Stewart,’ she protested. ‘Let go of me.’ 
Again, the doorbell rang and then again and again until it seemed as though Ed had just pressed his finger against it with no intention of letting go. 
Anne tried again to push Stewart out of the way, but was unsuccessful. He stood his ground. At this point, he realized that something had to be wrong. And then it dawned on him. Ed’s wife did indeed work at the hospital; the same hospital that opened its doors to the majority of the Ebola patients in the area. 
‘It’s not like he’s going to stop!’ Anne exclaimed. 
 
‘Let’s go down and check. We can talk to him through the closed door at least until we’re sure that it has nothing to do with that darn virus.’ 
Anne reached for a pink bathrobe to cover her naked body and hurried down the stairs, almost tripping over the last step. Stewart was right behind her, tying his robe while leaving the room. 
‘Ed, can you hear us?’ Anne’s voice was filled with concern. 
‘It’s Evelyn. She’s sick. Oh my god. My poor wife is sick. Help me, Anne, you’ve got to do something.’ 
Anne’s hands shot to her mouth and tear after tear streamed down her face. ‘Stewy!’ 
‘Why do you think she’s sick, Ed?’ Stewart asked. 
Stewart could hear Ed breathing heavily and sobbing profusely. ‘She didn’t feel so well this morning. Said she felt like she was getting a fever or something. But then a few aspirins later, she was fine.’ 
‘You said you gave her some Aspirin?’ Stewart asked, not being able to hear much due to his wife whimpering behind him. 
‘No. I said she took some Aspirin this morning and felt fine.’ Ed sniffled. ‘But now she’s puking and all that. Diarrhea, everything. Aren’t those the symptoms, Stewy? She’s got it, doesn’t she?’ 
Stewart drew back from the door and within the blink of an eye, Anne’s hand shot forward. He snatched her wrist and said in a firm, angry tone, ‘Anne, go upstairs NOW.’ 
Stewart couldn’t imagine why, after hearing that Ed’s wife may be sick, Anne would even think about opening the door. There was nothing that they could do to help. Opening the door would just put them at risk. They had no idea if or how, Ed had been handling his wife’s body fluids. 
Anne did as she was told, running upstairs like a toddler who had just been scolded. Stewart knew that she wasn’t happy about the way he had acted and was certain that he’d feel her wrath soon enough. Anne wasn’t the kind of person to yell back. However, she knew the art of silence and that was something Stewart found more deadly than a woman screaming her lungs out at him. 
‘Stewart, you’ve got to let me in. You’ve got to help us.’ 
‘There’s nothing we can do Ed. I’m so sorry.’ 
‘Open the fucking door Stewart. Just open the fucking door.’ 
Stewart was frightened by the aggression coming from his neighbor and was uncertain about how to handle the situation. However, there was one thing that he knew, and it was that there was no way he’d be letting Ed in. 
‘Stewart, I know you can hear me. Open the fucking door, this minute.’ 
‘I’m calling the ambulance, Ed,’ Stewart yelled back. 
‘They’re already on the way. You think I’d see my wife sick and not call them myself, you fucking moron? But I know you’ve got medicine, Stewart. You’ve got to have something that can help her. You think I don’t always see you bringing in box after box of prepper shit in your house? Just fucking help me, or I swear on my life, I’ll bash this fucking window in.’
‘Ed, I’ve got my gun right here,’ Stewart lied, and if you try to enter my home, I will be forced to use it. Don’t allow things to get that far Ed. Don’t make me have to use my gun.’ 
Stewart’s threats were followed by a line of curse words from Ed and a loud bang on the door from what Stewart assumed to be Ed’s fist. Feeling bad about his actions, Stewart sank to the floor and reflected on how he'd handled the situation. He knew that he shouldn’t have yelled at Anne so harshly, but he only did so with the best of intentions; he only did so because of the fear he felt at that moment. It was hard for him not question whether or not leaving the door closed and threatening Ed was the right thing to do. However, how could he compromise the safety of his home? There was no way that he could help Evelyn, so staying inside and not letting Ed in was the right thing to do. Unfortunately, Stewart didn’t think Anne felt the same way. 
Her warm heart was one of the things that he loved the most about her, but in moments like these, it was her deficit. He worried that in the future, if the outbreak became even greater, Anne would feel the need to help everyone who knocked on their door. This wasn’t something he wanted to think about. A part of Stewart wanted call the couch his bed that night and hide from the painful conversation that he knew was waiting for him. Even without infecting them, Ebola was bound to put a strain on his marriage that he was in no way prepared to handle. That was the thing about prepping. He was prepared for so much, but even the biggest and most furnished stockpile wasn’t enough to deal with emotional turmoil. 
With one hand pressed firmly on the hardwood floor, Stewart lifted himself up. Anne’s sniffling was easy to hear in the dead of the night. Slowly and carefully, he made his way up the stairs, trying hard not to make too much noise—though he knew his loudness wouldn’t make a difference. 
‘Anne,’ he whispered. 
His wife’s shoulders mimicked a see-saw; up and down, up and down before finally settling in a position that made her tension more than evident. 
‘Anne,’ Stewart whispered again. 
She didn’t answer. Instead, she lowered her head between her knees, and pressed them against her ears. 
‘I know you can hear me, Anne,’ Stewart said, a little louder this time. 
‘Just leave me alone,’ she whimpered. ‘I don’t want to talk to you.’ 
Stewart made his way across the room and pushed away the table before seating himself beside his wife in the corner she had buried herself into. 
‘I know that you don’t want to talk to me, Anne, but just at least hear me out. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have grabbed you. I shouldn’t have yelled, but I was—’ 
‘No buts, Stewart. You shouldn’t have, period.’ 
‘It wasn’t safe, Anne. How could I allow you to open the door? I’m supposed to protect you. That’s what husbands do.’ 
Stewart tried to move Anne’s leg to reveal her face, but she quickly pulled away. Again, the sobbing started and he watched with a heavy heart as his wife’s shoulders shuddered with a combination of fear and anger. 
‘I’m going to do whatever it takes to protect you, Anne. I can’t lose you. You have to know that.’ 
‘But it’s okay if someone else loses his wife? It’s okay if we turn a blind eye… if we just turn a cold shoulder and start acting like there’s no heart beating in our chests.’ 
‘We couldn’t help.’ 
‘You don’t know that!’ Anne snapped. 
‘Okay, okay.’ Stewart was trying hard to remain calm. Though he knew Anne had a reason to be upset about his less than tender embrace, he had thought that by now, she’d realize that letting Ed in was just about the stupidest of stupid decisions they could have made. ‘Tell me then, Anne.’ He took a deep breath to calm himself down again, ‘how could we have helped?’ 
‘I dunno. We could have talked to him or something. We could have taken her to the hospital. You know that he’d not allowed to drive.’ 
‘He’d already called the ambulance.’ Stewart’s voice was a bit louder than he intended it to be. He paused, regained his composure and tried again. ‘He had already called the ambulance Anne.’
Just then, sirens blared. Red flashes shone through their black and white striped curtain. Stewart shut his eyes tightly and opened them again. Then he reached in front of him and pulled together the two ends of the curtains, trying to prevent even the slightest bit of light from entering the room. Or maybe he was just trying to occupy himself with something as a means of avoiding the rest of the conversation. He knew Anne was waiting for him to say something, even though he was the last one to speak, but he didn’t know what to say. There was no other word to describe her but distraught. Stewart wished she could just wake up for a minute and realize that she wasn’t mad at him at all, but she was mad at Ebola. 
‘Are you coming to bed?’ he finally said, running a hand lightly over her head like he usually did. 
His eyes saddened as Anne’s body quivered under his touch. Was he that scary? Was what he did that bad that she was so disgusted by him? He lifted himself from the ground and made his way to the bed where he laid his head down underneath the pillow. His right hand went above the pillow, pressing down to drown out the sound of Anne crying and the sound of the sirens whizzing off. As if he didn’t feel guilty enough, more screams from Ed had to pierce his ears. When he released the pressure he was applying to the pillow, he could hear Anne pushing away the furniture between her sniffles. 
 
***
The next morning, Stewart was still being issued the silent treatment by his wife. When he had woken to see her sitting in front of the windows with the curtains drawn back as far as they could go, he knew that she wasn’t about to let things go just yet. 
‘Care for a cup of coffee, Anne?’ he’d said, having put all of his energy into making the coffee sound as appealing as possible. 
As he had expected, his wife remained silent. 
‘You know, you’re going to have to talk to me at some point. There’s no reason that I should have to bleed out just waiting for it to happen.’ 
‘Bleed out!’ Anne snapped. ‘You know who was probably bleeding out while you shot yourself in front of the door like a freaking deadbolt?’ 
‘Anne,’ Stewart pleaded. 
‘Yeah. That’s what I thought. You don’t want to hear just how heartless you were. Absolutely heartless. God knows, you’re not the friendliest person to begin with, but treating Ed like a burglar. Acting as though he was being an asshole for coming to you for help, that’s just downright cruel.’ 
‘I’m not a doctor, Anne.’ 
‘To hell you’re not. What would you do, put your patients in solitary confinement when they’ve got the common cold?’ 
‘Anne,’ Stewart pleaded again. He was wrong. There was something worse than her silence. The way she was breaking him down and making him seem as though he had horns protruding from his head was traumatizing. ‘I did this for us.’ 
‘Well you know what, Stewy?’ she hissed. ‘The next time, just think about you.’ 
‘There’s no just me in a marriage. So I’m sorry, I can’t do that and quite frankly, I’d do it again. If this happened ten times in a row, I’d always protect you. I’d always protect us.’
‘And if it happened to us… If we were the ones who needed to go knocking on someone’s door for help. What then?’
‘I’d understand. I’d fully understand if no one wanted to let us in. The entire city is in a state of panic and for a damn good reason at that. You know how many people have died from this thing. I’m going to do everything in my power to ensure that we’re not the next ones to end up six feet under. I’m putting us above all of them. No one’s fighting for our survival. No one’s making sure that we’re okay. Our stockpile didn’t buy itself. We didn’t go out and get hazmat suits because the government said it’s about time we prep for a worst case scenario. No, we did all that on our own, because we saw the threat. We saw the threat that was coming when everyone else was gallivanting around pretending like the news reporters were just gibberish. So shoot me now if I don’t just swing the door open when a fucking threat lands on our doorstep.’
‘You know…here’s what I don’t understand. You buy these hazmat suits, just like the ones these guys out there are wearing, but for what? So that you can have them sit around in the closet while you do nothing.’ 
‘No, so that we can be even safer.’ 
‘So why couldn’t you have just tossed one on and help Ed.’ 
‘Because I couldn’t help, Anne. If we’d gotten all dolled up in hazmat suits and headed over there, the only thing we’d be able to do is hold her hair back while she puked. We would have sat there and watched and you know what that would have led to? You know what watching leads to?’ 
Anne’s voice was a bit calmer and Stewart was clinging onto the hope that her attitude towards him would be calmer too. ‘What would it have led to, Stewart?’ 
‘It would have led to sleepless nights. Nights where both you and I do nothing but dream that we’re the ones hovered over a toilet seat and crapping our pants while we’re at it. It would have led to us driving ourselves crazy thinking that in a day or two, or three we’d be showing symptoms. We’d be running around this damn house in fear, not knowing what to do with ourselves.’
She was starting to understand. Stewart could see it in the way her head kept budging to the side, wanting to turn around. 
‘Stewy,’ she said, still facing the window. ‘It’s just scary. It’s scary to think that something like this is happening and it has the potential to make us inhumane. You know that I’m not the kind of person to turn a blind eye…’
Stewart interjected, ‘I know that Anne, I really do and that’s what I love about you.’ 
‘But, I’ll have to, wont I? If it gets really bad, I’ll have to just sit here and pretend like the world is my enemy. I can’t show sympathy. I can’t look someone in the eyes and tell them that I care. Instead, I’ll have to stand behind a door and yell my feelings, yell concerns, hoping that they’ll hear in my voice that I want to help. Hoping that they’ll understand that I can’t.’ 
‘We won’t be the only ones, Anne. We aren’t the only ones. But this doesn’t define us. Not being help doesn’t make us terrible people. We’re just trying to survive just like anyone else. We’re trying to live through the experimental stage.’ 
‘They’ve got to find a cure. They just have to. This has gone on for way too long now and this stupid, stupid virus has claimed way too many lives. You know, I heard in the news that they’ve got some kind of experimental drug that they’re withholding because it hasn’t been FDA approved yet.’
Finally, Anne had turned around, allowing her eyes to meet Stewart's. 
He scooted himself down to the end of the bed to get a bit closer to her without wanting to seem over-elated by the eye contact. ‘Didn’t they treat some doctors with that drug in the beginning stages? In Atlanta, I think it was?’ 
‘Yes, exactly that. But here’s what I don’t get.’ Anne paused, collected her thoughts and continued, ‘I don’t get why they have to wait for FDA approval when it’s already worked. I don’t get why they don’t just go right ahead and administer it to all those people who are dropping like flies right before their eyes.’ 
‘Backlash,’ Stewart answered. 
‘Backlash? What kind of backlash?’ Anne asked, confused. 
‘Well… I think there’s two parts to this. Firstly, maybe those drugs really aren’t ready for the market yet. Maybe they have some kind of side effects that are a lot more detrimental than the virus itself. And on the other hand, maybe it’s best that the FDA is holding off. After all, they’re the authority. They’re the responsible ones and the minute that they start slacking on their procedures is the minute that each and every drug that might work for an illness will pass without being thoroughly examined.’ 
‘Hold up. Let’s go back a minute. You’re telling me that the drugs probably have side effects worse than Ebola? The side effect of Ebola is death, it can’t get any worse than that.’ 
‘Well, maybe they’re afraid that it will prompt the virus to mutate which could be a lot more serious than anything we’re dealing with now. I mean, if it does, they’re looking at losing all the research they’ve done and the possibility of the virus becoming airborne. And, of course, there are the side effects. If it cures one thing but brings on an abundance of other ailments, they’ll be looking at more lawsuits than their lawyers are equipped to handle.’ 
Anne’s hands flung to her mouth. ‘You don’t think that would be possible, do you?’ 
‘I think they’ll do everything in their power to ensure that it doesn’t happen.’
‘But like you said,’ Anne’s face went pale, ‘they’ve already given the drug to that one doctor in Atlanta.’ 
‘Yeah, but I’m sure that they’re keeping a good eye on him.’ 
‘I dunno, Stewy. It’s all just very odd. I think maybe they do have a cure. I think maybe that drug the doctor received was the cure and now that they have proof it works, they’re just making sure that when the general population has access to it, they’ll be making bank.’ 
Stewart was startled to see that his wife had adapted his way of thinking. ‘Umm…’ he stuttered. ‘Well…’ He wasn’t going to give in. He wasn’t going to instill even more panic in her. If she started thinking this way, she’d probably start painting signs and develop a meet to go around patrolling with the protestors.
‘Makes sense, doesn’t it. Like the same way that I’m sure they’ve got a cure for Aids…’ 
She did it again. ‘A cure for HIV,’ he forced a laugh. ‘Now you’re just being silly, Anne.’ 
‘Tell me you don’t really think they haven’t got a cure for that.’ 
It wasn’t that Stewart liked lying to his wife. It’s just that he didn’t see the reason that both of them needed to be filled with paranoia. He was paranoid by nature and haunted by conspiracy theories. Anne, on the other hand, saw the good in the world. She was the light that he needed and if lying was what was going to keep his world lit up, then that’s what he needed to do. 
‘See, the thing with HIV is that it’s a slow killer, like cancer. Ebola’s different. Even if they’re holding back a cure for HIV, people still have the opportunity to live long fruitful lives. Ebola drops you within days. It’s something that’s horrible to look at and so, I don’t think they’d stand around and allow something like that to flood the streets if they could help it.’ 
‘Hmm...’ Anne nodded. ‘Well, I guess I get to apologize for last night and throwing a fit.’ 
Stewart sprung to his feet, ‘No, no. Don’t apologize. You really have no need to apologize. This here,’ he said placing his hand lightly on her chest, ‘this is what makes you who you are. This is what makes you so perfect. Don’t you ever apologize for your heart.’ 
Anne moved her head up to greet Stewart’s. It was a gesture that he truly appreciated. The feeling of her moving her face against the stubble of his beard was indescribably good. He closed his eyes and reveled in the moment. 
‘Okay,’ Anne said. 
Stewart opened his eyes and for the first time that morning, noticed what was going on outside the window. ‘Okay,’ he replied, moving away from Anne and closer to the window. Eventually, his forehead was pressed firmly against the glass. He couldn’t believe what he saw. He almost wanted to rub his eyes just to see if he’d wake up. Unfortunately, he knew that there was no chance that he’d been dreaming.
Through the window, Stewart focused his eyes on Ed’s house. What was once a neat Florida home with vines running up the sides and a face always peeking through the curtains, was now a home filled with more action than could be contained. Yellow tape was draped over the lawn, around the house and over the rosebush that Ed so proudly boasted about. Stewart watched as one masked guy, or perhaps girl, trotted into the house after another. He watched as one piece of furniture made its exit by means of the strong but definitely tired hands of the hazmat team. It all didn’t seem real to Stewart. It seemed like something out of a movie. 
Some things were too good to be true. This, on the other hand, was what nightmares were made of. 
 



 
 
 Chapter 8 
 
Anne and Stewart tuned into the news to get an idea of what was going on. They hadn’t left their home for over a month and a half, and though they were living comfortably on all their supplies, they wished for a glimmer of home each and every day. Anne had suggested that they keep away from the news for a while as there was hardly ever anything cheerful to see. Even those cutesy reports of cats and dogs being rescued had been exchanged for reports about bats and monkeys carrying the virus. Day after day, it seemed as though all that was being broadcasted was a body count and cries of how the hospital could hold no more patients. 
Ebola, like the parasite it was, had clung to an approximated 1 in every 1000 people in Fort Lauderdale, Anne and Stewart came to realize from listening to the news. They knew it was bad because there was hardly any activity going on in their entire neighborhood. Ed had been taken away and presumably quarantined after that horrible night when he came banging on their doors. God only knew if he or Evelyn were actually infected, or even if they were still alive. Instead, Stewart would peek out the window every day hoping to see Ed’s face staring back at him, but this was never the case. But the changes in their neighborhood weren’t only based on Ed. The usual teenagers skipping along to school and cars whizzing past at all hours of the night had stopped. Their entire neighborhood was swept by a stillness that was unnerving. 
Of course, Stewart appreciated the fact that his neighbors seemed to be taking the proper precautions, only going out when it was necessary rather than heading out to karaoke Fridays and Sunday brunches. It made him feel a lot better knowing that the familiar faces he'd grown to love—regardless of never having much interaction with them—were being careful. 
‘Making good progress?’ Anne asked her husband. 
‘Yeah, good enough,’ Stewart replied. 
‘Great. Lunch will be done in a few. I’m thinking we can play a quick round of cards after we’ve had something to eat.’ 
‘Sounds good.’ 
‘Alright, Stewy. I’ll let you get back to that.’ 
Anne headed into the kitchen and Stewart went back to work, hammering nail after nail. And as though he needed proof that securing the doors was the right thing to do, out of nowhere, a noise interrupted his progress. Outside the kitchen window, a rattling noise was to be heard. Stewart slowly made his way to his feet. Thinking this was finally it, finally the time where people were going around trying to steal anything they could get their hands on, Stewart reached underneath the sofa for his gun. He motioned for his wife to go hide and she did as she was told, sneaking peeks at him whenever she felt she wouldn’t be seen. Stewart was sure that the robbers saw when he moved through the house and were simply unafraid, making him sincerely believe that they were armed. Like a character in a military movie, Stewart crawled on the floor all the way to the kitchen where he hid in the corner beside the refrigerator. He carefully looked out from the corner to see the outside. However, he saw nothing and was certain that the robbers were hiding from him. He wiggled around a bit, finally finding himself a position that would allow him to get a view of the outside. 
‘I’ve got a gun and I know pretty damn well how to use it,’ he yelled. 
 
He assumed that even if the robbers were hiding from him, they’d have to come up at some point. 
‘Show yourself you cowards.’ Stewart demanded. 
And then it happened, one of the burglars popped up and sprung across the garden. He screamed like a prepubescent girl. His wife, watching the entire thing, couldn’t contain her laughter. 
‘A raccoon… It...it… it... it was a raccoon,’ she stuttered. ‘A raccoon, Stewart. I’ve got a gun, Mr. Raccoon,’ she teased. 
Stewart, after finally gaining his composure, allowed himself to fill with laughter. 
‘Those damn things. I could have sworn someone was about to crash right through the window.’ 
Again, Anne burst out laughing. ‘Oh thank God.’ She laughed. ‘I don’t know what I would do if someone were to try to break in here.’ 
‘I guess in a sense, this is a good thing.’ Stewart felt an idea streaming in. ‘It’s proof that these doors need to be sealed off...’ 
‘Yeah, but the trash. How would we get it out if you did that?’ 
‘I guess I could make one door a bit easier to pry apart from the inside but at the very least it’ll keep intruders out for a while—long enough for us to get prepared for an attack.’ 
‘That makes sense. Plus, they’ll make a lot more noise trying to get through the wood than the front door, for example.’ 
‘Exactly so,’ Stewart replied. 
Then he went back to nailing pieces of board onto the entry points of his home. He found the entire thing extremely sad; he was starting to feel more like a prisoner in his own home, more than anything else. The fact that there was no hopping into the car and going for a drive to the hardware store or the grocery store filled him with despair. At this point, he realized that even though he knew how necessary prepping was, a huge part of it was a hobby for him. He liked sorting through his stockpile, seeing the things he had and watching it grow week after week as he added more items. He loved shopping around for cool gadgets that he hoped he wouldn’t need, but loved to play around with. 
Now, even though he imagined he had a lot more stored up than any home in the neighborhood and definitely more than what the supermarkets had to offer, seeing as the news said that the majority of them had shut their doors, he still wanted more. He wanted to go shopping, the replace all the things that he and Anne had used over the past few months. He wanted to see what other cool items he could add to his pile. But of course this wasn’t a possibility. 
Stewart had imagined that the closing of the supermarkets was due to quite a few factors. For starters, the fact that the supermarkets were the number one places being swarmed by just about everyone was sure to instill a great deal of fear in the workers as well as result in a few sick workers, at the very least. Additionally, Stewart imagined that restocking their shelves became increasingly difficult as the economy started to feel the repercussions of the virus. 
‘One in every thousand,’ Stewart mumbled to himself. 
The numbers were troubling. Ever since Ebola had been introduced to Fort Lauderdale, the Center for Disease Control had insisted they were doing everything in their control to contain the virus. And now, with all their efforts, the city was looking at a one in every thousand situation. It was heart wrenching. Stewart wondered if perhaps they were doing everything that they could, or if they had just sat around and waited until it was too late. Stewart was aware of the fact that unless a cure was found, there would be no containing the virus anymore. It was at the point where locating and quarantining all the infected was impossible and thus, taking the virus off the streets was impossible. The only chance that existed for Fort Lauderdale was a cure. In fact, the only chance that existed for the entire world was a cure. Though the main focus of his attention, Fort Lauderdale wasn’t the only city affected this drastically by Ebola. Florida wasn’t the only state who had Ebola as its primary concern. No, it was North America, South America, Africa...everywhere. 
‘It’s ready,’ Anne called out to her husband, shaking him from his thoughts. 
‘Almost done, just another five minutes if that’s okay with you.’
‘Okay, but make it a quick five, will you?’ 
Stewart placed a nail between his thumb and his index finger. Carefully, he hammered it deep into the wood. Again, thumb and index came into play. Six taps and that nail also disappeared into the wood. Finally, he’d covered every point of entry in their home. He placed the hammer in his toolbox, one the floor beside him before holding onto the wood and giving it a firm pull. He did this to ensure that his handy skills did indeed make a difference and that the door wouldn’t come off with one push from the other side. 
Pleased with his work, Stewart headed, with toolbox in hand, to the storage closet behind the stairs and propped the box back up on the shelf. He closed the door behind him, glanced at the newly boarded up front door and made his way to the kitchen where his wife waited for him around a small breakfast table. 
‘Looks good?’ he asked, pulling out the only free chair and seating himself in front of her. 
‘Looked better without all the wood.’ 
‘You know what I mean.’ 
‘Yup, looks sturdy. Let’s hope you did all this for nothing.’ 
‘Let’s hope all the prepping we’ve been doing will have been for nothing.’ 
‘Come on, take a bite,’ Anne said, changing the subject. 
‘Gosh. What I wouldn’t do for a burger from that one place down the street that I can’t stand,’ Stewart said, looking at the pile of corned beef sitting next to hot, steaming rice. 
‘Are you saying my food doesn’t look appetizing?’ Anne smiled. 
‘No, of course I’m not saying that. It’s just, you know, you never really want something until you can’t have it. For so long, I’ve been waiting for the corned beef in the pantry to come close to its expiration day just to eat it, and now, it’s good and all, but a burger…’ 
‘Yeah, I definitely get what you’re saying. This is gonna be over soon. We’ve got to believe that.’ 
Stewart shoveled a fork of corned beef and rice into his mouth, ‘it better be, because as much as I love this house, I feel like I’m about to suffocate in it.’
‘I think we ought to just find other things to occupy our time. I mean, watching the news and all is just depressing.’
‘Agreed. However, we’ve got to keep up with what’s going on. Can’t be like those Japanese guys who were still hiding sixty years after war ended. 
Out of the blue, Stewart’s telephone rang. 
‘Who on earth could that be?’ Stewart jumped up, surprised. ‘Do you mind, Anne? Or should I just get it later?’ he asked before making his way over to the coffee table where his phone was placed. 
A name flashed on the phone screen. 'Tim?'
‘How clever of you. How could you ever have guessed?’ Tim asked sarcastically. 
‘How’s it going, man? It’s been a while since I’ve heard from you.’ 
‘You could definitely say that. Man, so much has happened in the past few months. It’s like Fort Lauderdale’s a whole new place. Restaurants are closed. We’ve got one grocery store that still manages to keep its doors open. It’s a downright mess, if you ask me.’ 
‘Yeah. What did you expect, though? This Ebola thing is out of control. They’re saying one in every thousand has it now. It’s not safe out there.’ 
‘Tell me about it. When was the last time you drove out?’ asked Tim.
Stewart almost hated admitting the fact that he hadn’t left his home in a while. ‘Eh. A few months,’ he said quietly enough that it could be considered a whisper. 
‘Damn!’ Tim exclaimed. ‘That’s a hell of a long time. You mean you’ve still got enough food to make it?’ 
At that moment, it dawned on Stewart that Tim wasn’t calling him to check up on him. ‘Well, we’ve got to make do with the little that we have.’ Stewart tried hard not to sound as though they were doing as well on their stockpile as they were. However, he knew that Tim wasn’t stupid and would be able to determine that they did indeed have enough food for a while. 
‘You haven’t run through that stockpile of yours yet, have you?’ 
A part of Stewart wanted to lie. He wanted to come up with some ridiculous story about how it all burned down or how they’d manage to eat their way three over a year’s worth of food in only a few months. Instead, he settled with, ‘not quite. Though it’s going a lot more quickly than I would have expected.’ A long pause later, Stewart asked, ‘so what is it, Tim? What did I do to deserve the honor of your phone call?’ 
‘Well…’ Tim sighed. ‘You know that I’m not the kind of person to ask for favors and all that.’ 
‘Good, because I’m not in the position to be handing out any favors. I’m homebound or whatever you wanna call it.’ This statement was followed with a look from Anne that caused Stewart to quickly pull his gaze away from her. He knew that he had to play nice or else… 
‘No.’ Tim sounded as though he was trying hard to force a laugh. ‘It’s nothing that would cause you to have to leave your home. I was just wondering…’ He paused again. ‘I was wondering if I could possibly buy some goods off you. You know, considering I wasn’t as clever as you to start storing stuff.’ 
‘I’m not sure how much money’s worth to me at this point to be honest. I mean, it’s not like I can hop out to the stores and just buy whatever I want.’ 
‘Stewy,’ Anne’s voice chimed in. 
Play nice, play nice, Stewart reminded himself. ‘But yeah. Let’s hear what you’ve got to offer.’
‘It’ll just be a few things like I dunno, some tampons, and a couple cans of food.’ 
Stewart placed his hand over the phone. ‘Anne, he wants tampons and food,’ he whispered to his wife. 
‘Well, hell. Give them to him.’ 
‘Tampons huh. It’s that stressful over there.’ 
‘They’re not for me, you buffoon. I’m staying with a friend of mine. We put together all of our supplies and decided to just ride this thing out together. Except now, we realized that we’re running kind of low and well, she’s expecting her time of the month anytime now, she says.’ 
‘Alright, man. But I gotta ask, you’re not sick or anything, are you?’ 
‘Nah. I’ve been pretty darn careful. Not many people come back from this thing and with the hospitals full and all, I’m not about to take any chances.’ 
‘Alrighty. But don’t be offended if we check your temperature before you’re allowed in. We just gotta be as safe as possible.’ 
‘Not at all. I completely understand. Thank you, man. I really, really appreciate it.’ 
‘When should I expect you?’ 
‘I’d say in a half an hour or so if that’s convenient for you. I mean, with no traffic on the road I can be there pretty quickly, and to be honest, I’d rather get there and back before it gets too dark out.’ 
‘Sounds good. How many cans are you looking at having?’ 
‘As many as you can spare, buddy’ Tim replied. 
Once their phone call was over, Stewart turned to Anne. ‘We got a couple of cans of food to spare?’ 
‘We sure won’t be starving if we give up a few, will we?’ 
‘Nope,’ he replied. 
Stewart observed the look on his wife’s face. It was one of pride; pride that her husband had lost his tough exterior and was willing to help. Stewart knew that if it weren’t for her, he’d be more inclined to say ‘no’. In fact, if it weren’t for her, Tim wouldn’t have the slightest clue about their stockpile. 
‘Wanna help?’ Stewart asked before making his way to the pantry. ‘Oh, and where have you put tampons?' 
‘I’ll get the tampons and then I'll come find you.’ 
Stewart turned to the pantry while Anne practically sprinted upstairs. 
Looking at the pantry, Stewart felt proud. He and Anne had managed to build something great, something that prevented them from having to worry about food and supplies in such trying times. A part of him was happy that Tim had phoned; happy that he’d be able to help. However, a greater part of him was scared that he’d somehow contaminate his home by allowing someone from the outside to make his way in. He quickly pushed this thought to the back of his head. On the phone, Tim had sounded healthy and just as energetic as ever. Tim had sounded wise, like he was no longer taking life and all the scary things it had to offer for a joke. Surely having some company, even if it were only for a short time, wouldn’t be such a bad thing. He and Anne hadn’t spoken to anyone in person for a while. 
Less than two minutes later, Anne joined Stewart in the pantry. In her right hand sat a pack of tampons. 
‘These ought to get Tim’s lady through a month or two,’ she said to Stewart. 
‘If you say so. I don’t really know how those things work,’ he replied with a smile. 
Anne placed the pack of tampons on the floor before taking a look at the list they had pinned to the wall in the pantry. ‘Okay. So, I’m thinking we should go through the list rather than looking at the shelves. That way, we’ll know just how much of each item we have without having to count them. It’ll make it easier to determine what we can give up without feeling the pressure.’ 
‘Not a bad idea,’ Stewart agreed. ‘I was thinking, though. What about those oddball items that you bought. Think we should toss two Snickers bars in there?’
‘That’s definitely a nice thought.’ 
Together, they went through the list, finally deciding on the items they would give to Tim. 
‘Three cans of tuna, two cans of corned beef, a can of Spam and a can of beans, sound good?’ Stewart asked.
‘Sounds great. Will you get the Snickers from back there?’ She pointed to a box to his left. ‘I’m gonna go get a bag to put all this in.’ 
Stewart did as his wife said, plopping the top off the plastic storage box and taking out two Snicker bars. He then turned to the shelf where he got the items he had planned on giving to Tim.  Moments later, Anne returned with a bag in her hand. She tossed the box of tampons in before handing the bag to Stewart to pack the rest of the items. Once he was done, he joined Anne, who was now in the living room, lounged out on the sofa.
‘How long will he be?’ Anne asked. 
‘Probably another fifteen minutes or so. I’ve got to remove the ply from the door though so he can get in.’ 
‘Why don’t you just have him climb in through the quarantine room?’ Anne asked. 
‘That’s not a bad idea at all,’ Stewart replied. 
Having solved how Tim would enter the room, Stewart took the time to sneak a few minutes of cuddling in with his wife. He could see that the entire time Anne sat there, she had thoughts running through her head. 
‘What it is?’ he asked.
‘I was just wondering if we shouldn’t have prepared something for him to eat. I mean, if they’re running low on food, the least we could do is offer them a warm meal while they were here.’ 
‘He doesn’t want to stay too long though.’ Stewart responded. ‘Says he wants to get back home before it starts to get dark.’ 
‘Yeah, that makes sense.’ 
Just as Stewart relaxed, the doorbell rang. ‘That must be him.’ Stewart jumped from the couch. 
‘Would assume so,’ Anne replied. 
To the front door Stewart went, informing Tim that he’d have to walk to the side of the house in order to get in. It didn’t seem as though Tim could understand what he was saying and thus, Stewart decided to head upstairs rather than to continue yelling through a ply fitted door. 
‘Up here, Tim,’ he yelled from the window.
‘Are you serious?’ Tim replied. ‘You must think I’m Spiderman or something. How do expect me to climb up the wall?’ 
‘I’m gonna put a ladder. Hold up a minute.’ 
Stewart retrieved the ladder from the side of the room, in the position he placed it when he had set up the quarantine room. Struggling a bit, he managed to get the ladder out the window and open it up long enough for Tim to climb up with ease. 
‘Gosh. That’s like a workout,’ Tim said, carefully pulling himself through the window. 
 
‘I dunno.’ Stewart laughed. ‘I haven’t had to use it and hope I’ll never have to. Okay, so, clean your hands up with this, real fast,’ he said, pumping hand sanitizer into Tim’s hand. 
‘Man, you really went all out, didn’t you?’ 
‘You could say so,’ Stewart agreed. 
Tim washed his hands with the hand sanitizer before leaning forward and allowing Stewart to take his temperature. Everything checked out and Stewart felt a sense of relief fall over him. They both headed down the stairs where they were greeted by Anne who had the plastic bag in her hand. 
‘Oh shoot. We probably, should have taken the ladder in, don’t you think?’  Stewart panicked. 
‘I didn’t see anyone outside in the neighborhood,’ Tim said. ‘Plus, I ought to head back right away.’ 
‘Here you go, Tim,’ Anne tried to hand him the plastic bag. 
Instead of taking it in the first instance, Tim wrapped his arms around her and squeezed tightly. ‘It’s so good to see you Anne. You look well.’ 
Stewart was puzzled as to why Tim was so happy to see his wife and the redness that flashed across his face made this evident. 
‘Oh buddy, I’m happy to see you too.’ Tim turned to Stewart. 'It’s just that I’ve never pegged you as the hugging kind. But if you’re jealous, I’d be happy to…’ 
Stewart reached forward and patted Tim on the back. ‘Maybe another day,’ he said. 
‘But Stewy, I’ve got to say, I really can’t thank you enough.’ 
Stewart and Anne both watched as Tim reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. 
‘Tim!’ Anne exclaimed as he tried to hand the cash to Stewart. 
Stewart froze. ‘What am I supposed to do, take how much I think I deserve?’ 
‘This is how much you deserve,’ Tim replied, forcing the cash into Stewart’s hand. ‘In fact, you deserve much much more than this. You know how many people are out there starving? How many people who won’t be able to eat tonight because they haven’t got a buddy like you who’s willing to do this for them? I’ll be forever grateful to you, to you both.’ 
Anne’s eyes welled with tears and she threw her arms around both men and pulled them together for a group hug. ‘We’re all going to be just fine. Before we know it, this thing will blow over and when it does, you’ve got to come back and have dinner with us.’ 
‘I will,’ Tim promised. ‘Okay guys, as much as I’d love to stay here and be treated awesomely by you both, I’ve got to head back.’ 
‘I’ll follow you upstairs and get things locked up.’ Stewart said before making his way behind Tim up the stairs. 
Anne also joined the men upstairs. ‘Bye Tim. Be safe,’ she said as he disappeared through the window. 
Stewart, watched as Tim carefully made is way down the ladder, jumping from the last few steps and landing on his feet. Rather than just shutting out the world at this point, he kept his head out the window, taking in the fresh air and seeing that Tim made it to his car. 
‘That was quick, ‘Anne said when Stewart finally pulled himself back inside. 
‘Yeah, told you it wouldn’t have made sense to offer him something to eat. He really wanted to get going. It’s good to see that he’s taking everything seriously.'
‘Good but sad,’ Anne added. ‘I mean, to see someone who’s always so optimistic lose their spark really isn’t that heartwarming.' 
Stewart nodded. Though Anne wasn’t walking around the house pouting, it surely was different to see her get used to the idea of staying home all day, every day. He knew just how much she enjoyed going to work; how much she enjoyed chit-chatting with her friends and coworkers. Now the only person she had to talk to was Stewart. She could call her friends and have a nice round of conversation on the telephone. In fact, Stewart had encouraged her to do just that. However, after hearing one sad story after the other and having each conversation she had circled with talks of Ebola, Anne had told Stewart that she’d rather cut down on the phone calls. Stewart couldn’t recall the last time Anne had picked up the phone and contacted her friends. One night, he’d even thought about drop calling, Maria, the coworker Anne was the fond of. Maybe if he did that, Maria would call back and Anne would be happy to hear from her. Unfortunately, he knew that his wife was right and that the only thing anyone wanted to talk about these days was Ebola. There was no way around it. The virus was spreading like wildfire. 
For a minute, Stewart imagined what things would be like without Anne. He wondered how alone he’d feel if he’d kept to his lonesome all these years; if he’d never married. It wasn’t a thought that was too farfetched. Anne was like a miracle. She’d walked into his life when he least expected it. Though prior to her arrival, he’d pretty much had his eyes closed to women, she pried them open simply by being herself. However, if that one day, so long ago had been erased, he’d probably be scratching at the walls, wishing for someone to save him from himself. Luckily, he didn’t have to do that. Because of Anne, he didn’t feel as though he was in solitary confinement. He felt trapped, they both did, but at least they were trapped together. 
In college, he’d always laughed at the thought of being married. He found it to be pretentious, a waste of money. Now, he could clearly see how it made sense. Marriage made him happy. Being able to call Anne his own, forever and for always, made him feel whole. 
‘Have I ever told you just how perfect you are?’ he turned to Anne, who was lounged out on the sofa and looked as though she was about to drift away into dreamland. 
Anne propped herself up, rubbed her eyes and said to Stewart, who was sitting below her, in front of the sofa, ‘Have I ever told you just how perfect you make me feel?’ 
She pressed her lips against his and they engaged in a kiss that seemed to go on forever; a kiss that was filled with more passion, more emotion than could be measured. 
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter 9 
 
Three months later 
 
For the fifth night in a row, Stewart and Anne woke to their doorbell ringing followed by thunderous thumps on their front door, and the occasional undecipherable plea. For the fifth night in a row, they ignored the commotion. No one had tried to break in; ignoring it all seemed to have worked. With 10 out of every 1000 people in Fort Lauderdale infected with the Ebola virus, they thought it wise to pretend they didn’t hear it all; to refrain from seeing what the banging was all about. But the more it happened, the more it made Stewart feel inhumane and the more he had to deal with Anne’s puppy dog eyes- the eyes that told him that he was the only reason she wasn’t answering the cries. 
Stewart looked over to his wife who sat upright in the bed. Even in the darkness, he could see her eyes widen with each fist that made contact with the beautiful mahogany of their front door. He hated that look. 
‘Maybe we ought to do something.’ He turned to Anne. 
Her head whipped around, and she was now facing him. ‘Do something?’ 
‘Yeah, like help them out. Maybe not tonight, but we could talk about it in the morning and see what we come up with.’ 
He could hear the joy build in Anne’s voice. ‘I guess that’s a good idea. I mean, if you think it’ll be safe.’ 
The banging had stopped, like Stewart knew it was bound to. No one ever stayed for too long. He assumed whoever it was went from house to house and seeing that they didn’t answer, it was on to the next one. 
He slithered his way under the blanket, pulling it up over the nape of his neck. 
‘Stewy,’ came his wife’s voice. 
‘Anne,’ he replied. 
‘I don’t think I can go back to sleep just yet. It’s always so hard for me to get the banging out of my head. Do you mind if we talk about it now… talk about what we could do to help.’ 
Stewart sat up in the bed again. ‘Okay. Well, I was thinking, the CDC claims that they’re close to a cure, and as inclined as I am not to believe them, I’m willing to think it has to be true. I mean, I’ve been filling my head with these conspiracy stories and stuff, thinking it’s all a form of population control, but seeing as so many prominent people have died, I’d be stupid to think the CDC wasn’t trying everything in its power to eliminate the virus.’ 
Even in the darkness, he was sure that he saw Anne’s head bobbling and so to get a better look at her, he flicked on the lamp beside his bed. 
Stewart continued, ‘So, we’ve still got our stockpile and with the way we’ve been rationing our food, it could last us for over a year. If by this time, society isn’t back in order, food isn’t what’s going to save us.’ 
‘That’s grim, Stewy,’ Anne chimed in. 
 
‘No, I’m not trying to sound grim. All I’m saying is that I don’t think it’s gonna take over a year for them to rectify the situation and so, we really do have the supplies to spare.’ 
‘So we’d just start handing out stuff to whoever comes by. I mean, as nice as that sounds, it’ll do more harm than good. Remember…’
‘Yes… I know, the first rule of prepping, never broadcast your supplies. Plus, I know what you’re thinking. If we give to one, then we’ve got to give to all. We’ll have a whole bunch of people showing up just because the heard that our house is the place to go if you want stuff and before you know it, we’re in too deep and have nothing for ourselves.’ 
‘Exactly. So how would you solve that problem?’ 
‘It’s actually not as hard as you may think. Not that I’m saying it’ll solve all the problems that come with introducing our stockpile to the public, but it’ll solve a few of them. We’ve got to treat this thing like a business.’ 
‘That sounds even worse than just hiding away.’ 
‘It’s really not though. The idea, in a way, stems from when Tim came by. It’s just basically going a bit more extreme than only offering the bartering items, like snickers and such, that you collected.’ 
‘Oh, that’s brilliant.’ Anne smiled. ‘So it’ll be like opening up our very own grocery store, except it’ll been in our home and well, we won’t be getting cash for it.’ 
Stewart was happy, but not surprised to see that Anne was all for the idea. ‘Exactly so,’ he agreed. ‘However, we’ll need to do quite a bit of handling in terms of dealing with everyone in the proper way, ensuring that we’re safe at all times. And of course, I’d rather not have anything going on at night.’ 
‘Makes sense,’ Anne concurred, ‘it’s not like we’ve got that much lighting in the front yard. Plus, bad things always seem to happen and night. Though, thank God, we haven’t had to deal with anything outside of people ringing our doorbell.’ 
‘The only thing that bothers me a bit is having to deal with people who are sick. I mean, I’d feel bad having to turn them away, but how I see it, it’ll be for everyone’s benefit.’ 
‘I’m not sure we’d have many sick people coming around though. Based on how traumatizing they make the symptoms sound, it’s unlikely that the sick will be in good enough condition to start roaming around looking for supplies.’ 
Stewart didn’t quite agree with this. He was a true believer of ‘desperate times call for desperate measures’ and he knew that in the height of sickness even the weakest can muster up the strength to get what they need and this wouldn’t prevent them from showing up at his home. ‘Partially, maybe,’ he said to Anne. ‘What you’ve got to look at is the fact that the initial symptoms won’t be that bad and so it’s likely that we’ll come across a few if we decide to go through with this.’ 
‘But how do we handle that? Would it make sense to start taking temperatures before anyone’s offered service?’ 
‘That’s what I was thinking. Perhaps before they’re able to get to through the first fence, I can stand out there and do temperature checks.’ 
‘I dunno, Stewy. That sounds a little hectic. And who’s to say that while you’re checking temperatures, everyone won’t just rush in?’ 
‘Tim.’ 
‘Tim?’ Anne said startled. 
‘Yeah, maybe we could get him to help out. I’m assuming that he’s low on supplies. It’s been a while since we heard from him but that’s probably just because he feels bad asking for our help again. We could offer him food in exchange for his assistance. Of course, we’ll want to make sure that he’s healthy to begin with, but once all that is through, I’m sure it could work. That lady that he’s been staying with, she could also pitch in too.’ 
‘Doesn’t sound bad.  A few extra hands definitely wouldn’t be a bad thing. I just don’t know if he’d be up for it. Having to drive here each day and all. That’s a lot of gas and it’s not like the gas stations are in full operation.’ 
‘We’ve got both our cars and our tanks are full. So when he’s low on gas, he can take them out. And don’t forget, we’ve also got quite a few bottles of gasoline sitting around in the garage, and spare batteries as well’ 
‘And when that’s all done?’ 
‘They could stay here, if they were up for it.’ 
‘Well, the first step would be to have him say yes. Wouldn’t it?’ 
‘Absolutely, but unless he’s happened across a container in the recent weeks, I don’t see him saying ‘no’. 
‘Give him a call in the morning then.’ 
‘Definitely,’ Stewart agreed. ‘I’d wanna start as soon as possible. I’m thinking that if we do, we’ll be able to sleep through the nights as less people will have a need to come knocking on our door.’ 
‘Actually,’ Anne disagreed, ‘More people will have a need to come knocking on our door.’ 
‘Yes and no. If we put up a sign or something that tells them they won’t be served until morning, maybe we can push the pause button on most of ‘em.’ 
‘We’ll see,’ Anne said, turning to her husband and kissing him goodnight. 
 
***
 
Stewart woke early the next morning after finding it hard to enjoy his slumber with the thoughts of a new bartering ring in his near future. Somehow, it felt as though he was embarking on a new business venture; that he was in a way, venturing into self-employment. Of course, he knew that there was a big difference between bartering and taking up mounts of cash to invest in a storefront. However, the similarities were there and the similarities excited him. He retrieved his cell phone from the bedside table, fumbled with it before finally getting a firm grasp and checking the time. It was a little after six. To his right, Anne lay fast asleep. Perhaps she wasn’t as excited as he was, at least not yet. He knew, however, that the moment she placed the first jar of tuna and in the hands of someone in need, she’d be over the moon. He was confident that her spirits would be lifted by being able to see the smiles on everyone’s faces and having those smiles be a result of her actions. 
He pondered with the thought of calling Tim but figured that it was way too early. Though he strongly believed that Tim would be overjoyed by his proposal, he reflected on college days and the grinch
Tim could be when woken up too early.  His mind wandered to the past, to one day when he and Tim had decided that a late night study session was the only way they were going to pass the impossibly hard Accounting exam. They’d stayed up until four in the morning for an exam that started at seven. Their professor, a guy in his 70s, hated nothing more than tardiness. At a little after six, Stewart had tried with all his might to get Tim out of bed. He’d tried everything short of dousing him with a bucket of ice water. Needless to say, Tim put up a fight, and Stewart did the only thing he knew would transform Tim from sleeping beauty to springing frog: he called his mom. A stern lady with a voice that could scare Voldemort, Tim was out of bed and in dressed within a minute of hearing his mother yell about how he’d end up flipping burgers or picking gum from underneath tables. Unfortunately, the repercussions of such a move were ones that Stewart didn’t expect. Tim had played the silent card for a good week, something that Stewart hated with a passion. That’s when Stewart realized two things. The first was that Tim didn’t function without enough sleep and the second, that tatter tailing to Tim’s mom was a crime punishable with deadly silence. 
Stewart decided against calling Tim but needing something to occupy his time, headed to the pantry. He knew that if they were going to start dishing out supplies, he’d need to get a bit more organized than he already was. 
Stewart seated himself in the corner of the pantry, away from the door as to prevent himself from being injured if Anne made a surprise entry. He glanced around the room, trying to determine what items to tackle first. It was an overwhelming task and a part of him felt as though he should go back upstairs and request Anne’s assistance. However, he refrained from doing so, knowing that his wife could use the rest. 
‘Stewy!’ Came Anne’s voice, drowned in concern. 
‘Here Anne,’ he replied. 
His reply wasn’t loud enough and this became evident by Anne’s continuous screams. ‘Stewy, Stewy…Oh… My… God… Stewy!’
Thinking that some serious had happened, Stewart sprung to his feet and sprinted out of the pantry. Immediately, he came across Anne, who was standing at the top of the stairs, her cheeks drenched with tears. 
‘What’s the matter, honey?’ he said breathlessly. 
‘Where the hell were you?’ she scolded. ‘I thought… oh my god… I thought…’ 
‘What’s wrong, Anne?’ Stewart asked again. 
Stewart watched as Anne tried to calm herself down- replacing her panic with long breaths. 
‘What is it?’ 
‘Oh my gosh, Stewy. Don’t you ever do that again. Do you hear me?’ 
‘What did I do?’ Stewart was genuinely confused. He was certain that someone had broken into their home or Anne had somehow managed to hurt herself. Never had he heard her voice filled with so much panic except maybe when she’d came home that one day thinking her coworker had Ebola. ‘Do what, Anne? You’ve got me confused.’ 
‘Just disappear like that.’ 
‘Remember what we talked about last night?’ A smile stretched across Stewart’s face.
‘Yes, of course. Have you spoken with Tim yet?’ 
‘No. He’s a bit of a beast early in the morning so I though I ought to wait a bit to ring him.’ 
‘It’s well after nine now,’ Anne informed her husband.
‘Christ! You must be kidding me. That means I’ve been down here for a good three hours. I was just trying to get some stuff sorted. Figure out what we can afford to barter.’ 
‘Did you get pretty far?’ 
‘Well, I was sorting out some rice when you lit a fire under my ass with your screaming.’ 
Stewart went back upstairs and retrieved his phone from the nightstand. He perched himself on the bed and thought about how to introduce the idea to Tim. He shut out all the negative thoughts that had been trying hard to flood his mind, and dialed Tim’s number. One ring. Two rings and nothing. Before the phone could ring for the third time, Stewart hung up. His mind tried to calculate how many times, on average, a person allows the phone to ring before picking up. 
‘Maybe four times,’ he decided and hit the call button his cellphone. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. His heart started to beat faster and faster. Four rings and nothing. Again, Stewart hit the end button. This time, he tossed the phone down on the bed. He thought that maybe it was better not to know. Maybe if he didn’t allow the phone to ring out then he could always say that Tim’s okay and he just didn’t hear his call. 
‘Oh god. Maybe I should call again,’ he said out loud. 
Just as Stewart reached for the phone, his ring tone tuned in. He grabbed the phone as quickly as possible, ‘Tim’ he answered. ‘How you doing buddy?’ 
‘Living,’ Tim replied in a tone that exploded with appreciation. ‘Alive and well.’ 
‘That’s great to hear, buddy. When you didn’t answer, I thought that maybe...’ 
‘Nah, nothing like that. It’s still pretty early and with nothing to do I figured catching up on a year’s worth of sleep wouldn’t hurt.’ 
‘Can’t say I don’t know the feeling. The only problem is that when you sleep too much, even sleeping gets boring.’ 
Tim chuckled. ‘Tell me about it. I’ve got the feeling that even my dreams are running low on creativity. Maybe it’s the whole marriage thing. You tell me.’
‘Marriage thing? I’m afraid to say that I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ 
‘Marriage. The same woman every night. Waking up to someone other than you’re reflection each morning on end. I told you I’d been shacking up with Nadine ever since this whole thing started to get out of control.’ 
‘I was about to say… Thought you’d hopped on over to the nearest chapel in the height of the pandemic. How are y’all doing though?’
‘Ah, she’s great man. A real keeper. I’d never pegged myself as the kind of guy who could be tied down, but she’s a real charmer. She makes me seriously consider settling down.’ Tim’s voice was a bit lower now and Stewart assumed he was trying hard to not have Nadine hear the cuteness that was spewing out of his mouth. 
‘That’s definitely great to hear. You’ll find that settling down is a lot more refreshing than it’s made out to be. Most people will tell you about being single and partying all the time but won’t key you in on the loneliness.’ 
‘You’re darn right about that. When the hangover’s wearing off, it’s nice to have someone who cares have their hangover wear off right beside you.’ 
‘So… on to another subject. If that’s okay.’
‘Yeah, go ahead buddy, anything.’
‘How are you guys doing on food?’
‘We’ve been scraping by. Can’t say that I’ll be walking around with a potbelly anytime soon but I’ve managed to collect stuff here and there from a few old friends and some randoms who were auctioning stuff off for one reason or the other. Never thought that food could ever cost a Rolex and a nice necklace, but hell, it’s the price you’ve got to pay for survival.’ 
‘You gave up your Rolex for food?’ Stewart replied, startled.
‘Not quite. Two hazmat suits. The necklace went to the food.’
Stewart was elated to hear that Tim had hazmat suits. He hadn't considered when devising his new bartering business plan that Tim and Nadine would also need to keep their bodies protected. 
‘Okay, because what I wanted to talk to you about could really help if y’all are low on supplies. See… Anne and I keep having people knock on our doors. In the day, it’s pretty easy to ignore but at night time, you know that there’s no sleeping when your doorbell keeps going off.’ 
‘Yeah. We’ve got the same thing going on here.’ 
‘People haven’t got the means of going too far so you’ll find that in neighborhoods like ours which are a while away, the violence tends to stay on the low.’ Stewart had heard quite a bit about the rise in violence in the news and knew that there were many areas where the people didn’t have it as easy as he did. ‘So, back to what I was saying. Anne and I have been thinking about using some of our items as barter. We’ve got so much and it’s kinda sad to have to turn everyone away when they come knocking.’ 
‘I haven’t got anymore Rolexes lying around,’ Tim joked. 
‘No, no. Nothing like that. What I was thinking was that we could use your help to open up shop, if you can call it that. Feel free to say no, I’ll understand. But we could really use an extra hand or two. Of course, payment would be in supplies, so you and Nadine wouldn’t have to worry about falling into a trap the next time you start running low.’ 
‘Sounds great, Stewy. There’s no saying no to that. When do we start? Yesterday?’ 
Hearing Tim say Yes so quickly made Stewart smile. ‘Ah, that’s great that you’re in on this.’ 
‘Of course I’d like to talk to Nadine about this, see if she’s up for it and all.’ 
‘Definitely. Definitely. Now that you’re tied down and all, the decision making isn’t just up to you,’ Stewart joked. 
‘Speaking of which, what did it take to convince Anne?’ 
‘Oh, she was happy about it. I couldn’t even allow the idea to come to my head if I didn’t think it would be okay with her,’ Stewart laughed. ‘But yeah, she’s totally on board. I’d say we could get started at some point today if you’ve got the time. At least do something small, a trial run, maybe.’ 
‘Give me just a minute and I’ll call you back. I’m gonna run it by Nadine and see what she thinks. I don’t think she’ll say no.’ 
Stewart and Tim said their goodbyes shortly before Anne arrived in the room. 
‘All good?’ She asked. 
‘He needs to find out from his lady if it’s okay, but he says he’s totally up for it.’ 
 
*** 
 
They were rich, or at least they felt rich, sorting through all the items they’d received in exchange for food. It had been over a week since Anne and Stewart had opened up shop with the assistance of Tim and Nadine. The profits were aplenty, making it hard to not walk around without an ever present smile. 
Tim had been the driving force behind getting Stewart and Anne. It seemed as though he was operating their barter ring with a vengeance. Perhaps this vengeance came in seeing Hazmat suits take the place of his Rolex. Whatever it was that caused him to bid high, Stewart and Anne loved reaping the benefits. Initially, Stewart and Anne may not have been people who would allow someone to trade their souls for a cup of soup. However, the more they received, the tougher their shells became. Each wedding ring, each rare comic book, each stack of cash and each precious coin that landed in their hands was another vacation that they could embark on; another notch in the belt of financial success. 
‘Check this out, Stewy,’ Tim said quietly, presenting Stewart with a clenched fist. 
‘What you got there?’ Stewart asked. 
Tim looked around before unclenching his fist. ‘My freaking Rolex, dude,’ he whispered. 'I could spot that guy from a mile away, the one I traded it to. I’d had my eyes on him ever since he walked up to the gate and I told myself that even if he came looking for a square of toilet paper, my Rolex would be the charge.’ 
Stewart smiled at how passionate Tim was about his Rolex. A few weeks ago, he would have never been able to connect; to understand how to love an item as much as Tim did. However, now, he was starting to get a feel of what it’s like to be materialistic. He understood how to fall in love with an item, having fallen in love with the 1941 Captain America 2 that he ran his fingers through each night. Sure, it wasn’t a pristine copy, but it was definitely worth more than a pack of cigarettes and two cans of Coke. 
‘You’re something else Tim.’
‘And you’re the owner of a freakin’ Rolex.’
‘Oh no.’ Stewart shook his head in disapproval. ‘Absolutely not. That’s your watch.’
‘Stewart. It’s your watch.’ 
‘Well. Consider it a gift.’ 
Stewart loved seeing the look on Tim’s face. It wasn’t very often that Tim was completely and utterly surprised. 
‘I don’t know what to say, man. I mean, if it were me, I’d keep it.’ 
‘You are keeping it.’ 
Without warning, Tim wrapped his arms around Stewart and squeezed tightly. 
‘You’re not gonna start crying, are you?’ Stewart teased. 
Tim didn’t answer but instead continued to hug Stewart. After what felt like forever, he finally let his hands fall. 
‘I say we take care of a few more customers and then start packing up. No?’ 
‘No probs, man. Lemme see if I can win another Rolex.’ 
Tim and Stewart parted ways. Stewart headed back to the gate to their front yard where at least 40 people waited in line. 
‘We’re gonna call it a night guys,’ he yelled to the crowd.
A great deal of opposition followed. This was something that Stewart had gotten used to. However, after that first night where his conscience had caused him to stand outside until ten o’clock trading items, he’d learned that if he wasn’t firm, he’d be in for another late night. 
‘Come on dude,’ yelled one person. 
‘Don’t be an ass,’ yelled another. 
Stewart chimed in, ‘Come back tomorrow and we’ll be out here at nine o’clock sharp,’ and turned away. 
If it weren’t for the gun he permanently had in his hand, he was sure that he’d have one or two people try to hop the fence. Fear was what kept those people behind the fence. He'd made it clear on the second day that anyone who tried to enter without permission would face harsh consequences, no questions asked. This was a statement that was repeated at the beginning of each day and word spread really quickly: Stewart had a gun that he wasn’t afraid to use. Those who had known him prior to this experience could have seen through the façade, but the stern look he wore made those who didn’t know him, fear him. 
Tim, Anne and Nadine managed to bring all the supplies inside by themselves, surprising Stewart at just how quickly they could do so. He took one quick look behind to see that the crowd was still clinging to the smallest amount of hope that he’d come back 
 
 ‘Everything good?’ his wife asked him.
‘More or less. Kinda pains my heart to see so many people lined up out there but I know that’s how it has to be. Safety above everything and all.’
Anne leaned into Stewart and placed her head on his shoulder. ‘What do you say we take a nice long bath when they leave? Try to forget about all the people we couldn’t help and remember that we’re still doing something good.’ 
Stewart nodded before turning to Tim and Nadine, who were in a conversation of their own. ‘So, what are y’all looking to have tonight?’ he asked. 
‘What’s up for grabs?’ Tim replied. 
‘Whatever you’d like.’ Stewart could see Nadine tugging at Tim’s arm and knew she had something to say, but was hoping Tim would say it for her. ‘What is it, Nadine?’
‘Oh, nothing. It’s probably too much trouble.’ 
‘I’m sure it’s not. Go ahead and ask. You guys have been such a great help, I’d be happy to help out however you’d like.’ 
‘Well… I was just thinking that maybe you guys have something sweet, like some ice cream. I’d love even a spoon if you do. It’s been beans and rice and nothing fancy for so long, not that ice cream is fancy but…’ 
‘Anne, you’ve got some ice cream in the freezer, don’t you? Would you mind…’
‘Of course not. Come with me, Nadine, and see if there’s something in there that you want to have.’ 
The ladies disappeared into the kitchen. Stewart and Tim didn’t follow. 
‘Suits you well,’ Stewart commented on the watch, now glimmering around Tim’s wrist.
‘I can’t tell you how naked I’ve felt without it. Got it from my dad years back, when I’d landed my job at the bank.’ 
‘It’s good that you didn’t lose it forever.’
‘I can only imagine how he'd have winced, watching me hand it over.’ 
‘He was probably proud of you.’ 
‘Oh no. If there’s one person who loved shiny things more than me, it’s Papa Joe. That man would have starved in his own home if living meant giving up his bling.’ 
‘Okay, we’re all set,’ Anne chimed in. 
Nadine had a smile plastered across her face. ‘Thank you again, Anne,’ she said before knotting her fingers into Tim’s. 
After they had left, Stewart asked for Anne to bring his tool kit so that he could board up the door before they went to bed. 
In between hammering, it occurred to Stewart that Nadine had asked for ice cream and nothing else. ‘Honey, are they really only having ice cream for dinner?’ 
‘No, silly,’ she replied. 'She took some pasta and sauce. Said she didn’t need much though because they’re planning on spending the night here tomorrow and they’ve got quite a bit of food left from the last batch we gave them.’ 
‘Okay. Great. I figured as much but just wanted to make sure. Are they low on gas?’ 
‘She says they’ve got another bottle at home, but I just thought it would be nice to have a nice night with friends, so I invited her to stay. I hope that’s not a problem. I know I should have run it by you first I just didn’t think you’d mind.’ 
‘Of course I don’t mind,’ Steward said before he returned to nailing the ply on the door. And then the strangest thing happened. With his fist on the wood, and his fingers holding the nail in place, resistance came from the other side of the door, causing his hand to tremble. 
At first, Stewart though it must have been the wind but then, a loud bang told him otherwise.

 



 
Chapter 10
 
‘Anne, you’ve got to come help me nails this in,’ he cried to his wife.’
This was the first time that Stewart realized just how weak the barrier he had created was; he knew it wouldn’t stand strong against anyone who really wanted to get in. Anne came closer to him, panic in her eyes, and pushed against the door while Stewart tapped the last nail in. 
‘Get your suit Anne, and put it on fast. We don’t know who’s on the other side of that door and we can’t take any risks.’ 
Anne quickly made her way upstairs to the quarantine room where she kept her hazmat suit. Stewart, who was already suited up ran toward the dining table where he had placed his gun he got back inside. 
‘Who’s there?’ he yelled. 
No one answered. Instead, pushing and banging were the only things to be heard. Stewart watched as the nail after nail lifted. 
‘Anne, get the other gun and stay upstairs.’ 
Anne was now at the top of the stairs, looking down. ‘Stewart. I’m not staying up here while you tackle them by yourself. There are three of them out there and just us two.’ 
Stewart realized that Anne had snuck a peek out the window. ‘Do they have any weapons with them?’ 
‘I saw a baseball bat but that was about it. I’m coming down, Stewy. Plus, the other gun’s under the sofa.’ 
‘Anne, I don’t want you to stay down here. If they’ve got a gun, you never know what could happen.’ 
‘Stewy, if they get past you, they’ll get to me. So let me help.’ 
Stewart didn’t answer. He was trying to devise a plan in his head. He needed to come up with a way that would ensure that once these people got into his home—because at this rate, they might—he’d be the one with the upper hand. But there was another problem. Though he doubted that someone who was sick would be breaking down a solid door, he knew it was a possibility. 
‘The lights,’ he whispered to Anne, ‘flick the lights off.’ 
Anne did as she was told. Stewart made his way over to the sofa, which he pushed away from the wall and facing the door. He took Anne by the hand, and pulled her down behind the sofa. 
Quietly, he said, thoroughly pronouncing each word, ‘aim and shoot.’ 
He could feel Anne trembling beside him. She was a good shooter, a great shooter at that, and she’d proved herself time and time again in the shooting range. However, having a live target was a whole new ball game and one Stewart knew his wife wasn’t ready to tackle. But there was no other option. They had to protect their livelihood. 
Stewart squinted, trying to adjust his eyes to the darkness. Little by little, his vision became clearer; clear enough that he could see the silhouettes of most of the items in front of him when he peeked above the couch. Bang. The ply fell to the floor and within a second, chaos ensued. Stewart's head shot up, he took aim, and he started to take his anger out on the trigger of his gun. He could feel Anne against his feet. She didn’t get up. He knew that she was too scared, but he needed her help. One of the intruders was down, that he was sure of. Two more shots and no movement. Stewart was uncertain whether or not he got the other two. He couldn’t see them, which made him instantaneously regret his decision to turn the lights off. He ducked down behind the couch again, peeking out from the top to make sure that he saw any sign of movement in front of him. 
‘Run,’ came a voice that neither belonged to Stewart nor Anne. 
One figure made its way toward them. Stewart fired a shot but missed. Another figure popped up and just as Stewart was about to aim, he heard the whimpering of his wife. 
‘Leave me alone,’ she cried. 
He moved his foot to the side, to see that Anne was no longer beside him. This caused him to boil over with anger. 
‘Leave my wife alone, you bastards.’
‘Put down the gun,’ a rough voice tuned in. 
‘This is my house. My fucking house. You get out this instant or I swear, I’ll kill every last one of you.’ Stewart’s threats weren’t empty ones. The fury that filled his body made him feel as though he’d put their heads on pegs and line them up outside his house just to show anyone who wanted to try the same thing, that he wasn’t to be messed with. 
‘Including her. You’ll kill everyone, including her,’ the same rough voice said. 
Anne’s cries stung Stewart’s ears and he knew that he had to do something to get her out of the arms of the intruder. 
On his hands and knees, he crept over to the light switch and flicked the lights on. Just as he was about to pull himself up, a sharp pain traveled along his back. He’d been hit by one of the men. Stewart went down, calculating his moves and as the intruder attempted to land another strike, Stewart extended his leg, landing the intruder on his face. He then sprung to his feet and put the guy in a chokehold with one hand while placing the gun on the intruder’s head with the other. ‘You let my wife go this instant, or I’ll blow his brains all over this living room.’ 
‘You wouldn’t,' said the guy who had Stewart’s gun pointed at his head. 
‘Oh, try me,’ Stewart threatened. ‘I’m gonna count to three and if you haven’t let her go, the both of you will be in for a treat. One…two…’ 
Anne practically bounced off the floor and ran towards the stairs. ‘What are you gonna do, Stewy?'
‘Go upstairs, Anne. Just go upstairs, close your eyes and cover your ears.’
‘We’re not killers. Just let them off with a warning.’ 
‘So that they can come back in full force? No way!’ 
‘Listen to your wife, Stewy. Just listen to her. You don’t really want to hurt us,’ said the intruder who had Anne restrained just a few moments ago. 
‘Don’t Stewy me, you bastard. Don’t you dare fucking Stewy me.’ 
‘Please,’ Anne begged. ‘We’ve already killed one of them. This is our house, Stewy. This is our home. We can’t have this in our home.’
‘Anne, I said go upstairs,’ he barked, even louder this time. 
 
***
Anne watched as her husband transformed into a man she didn’t know. She understood that he was only trying to protect his family. She knew that he was angry because someone had put their hands on her but she didn’t want him to do something that he couldn’t take back. 
 
‘Go upstairs, Anne,’ she heard him say again. His tone grew harsher and harsher each time he told her to leave. 
Her mind told her to stay, to plead for as long as it took for Stewart to drop the gun. Unfortunately, her feet had their own agenda and before she knew it, she was leaping from step to step until she was finally in the bedroom with the door closed and her heart pounding a million miles per hour. 
There was something telling her that Stewart wasn’t going to calm down, that he wouldn’t just let this incident slide. She covered her ears, pressing her hands as tightly against them as she could. For a moment, the voices disappeared, but this disappearance wasn’t brought on by a simple halt in conversation. Instead, the voices disappeared due to a gunshot taking its place. Anne’s heart felt as though it skipped a thousand beats in that moment. 
‘No… No… No…’ she cried into her hands. Anne waited and waited to hear the other shot, but nothing came. Then it dawned on her that her gun was hidden under the couch. In all the commotion, she’d managed to kick it away while being dragged by one of the intruders. 
Bad thoughts flooded her mind. Thoughts of Stewart being overpowered. Thoughts of one of the assailants retrieving her gun from underneath the sofa and excusing her husband from existence. She wanted so badly to go downstairs, to make sure that Stewy was okay. With her ear now pressed against the door, she tried but failed to hear what was going on the other end. Her hand glided up to the door knob where she pulled, attempting to lift herself to her feet but the fear had turned into weakness and her wobbly feet didn’t permit her to stand. If Stewart had been shot there’s no way she wouldn’t be next. She doubted that the men would just take whatever they wanted and leave her alone. Maybe they were after all the items they’d acquired from bartering. Perhaps they’d been people she’d sent off with food and other supplies in exchange for their prize possessions. If they were, it wouldn’t surprise her. After all, the value of a lot of the items they collected could make even the most honest man consider turning to crime. In the case that they were in search of treasure, there was no doubt in Anne’s mind that they would come looking for her, especially if that gunshot she had hurt was them deciding her husband’s fate. 
The valuable items they’d received from bartering were stored in a safe in her closet. That closet was in her bedroom and she was also in her bedroom. Of course, they didn’t know this, which meant that when they were done tearing apart the other sections of her home to no avail, they’d come storming in. She had to leave. She had to get out of that house before she was tortured for a combination she wasn’t willing to give up, especially not to the people who had murdered her husband. 
Again, her hand latched onto the doorknob, and she pulled, harder than before. Once on her feet, pressed both palms against the door, stabilizing herself as best as she could. She wasn’t hurt, but she was weak. The entire situation had taken toll on her body, on her strength, in a way that she never thought possibly. Quietly, Anne turned the key in the bedroom door and then proceeded to open it just a few inches, enough to allow her to see that the hallway was clear. She tiptoed outside of her bedroom, placing her hands against the wall for support. Past the stairs and on the opposite side of the corridor, she could hear pulling and struggling and was certain that the men were trying to move something heavy, perhaps her husband, This thought prompted more than a few tears to come streaming down her cheeks. 
‘Quietly… quietly…’ she said to herself. She wanted to scream, to shout, to break down and cry, but if she was going to get out of her home without the intruders noticing, then her only option was to keep it all in. Finally, her hand landed on the door to the quarantine room. One push and it was opened. Again, trying to move as quietly as possible, she mustered up all her strength the pull the ladder from the corner where it was kept and to the window. She swung the window open and crash, it connected with the ladder, knocking it down. 
‘Anne?’ came a voice from downstairs. 
Now it was time for her to really hurry. She could feel the adrenaline pumping as he arms gathered enough strength to hoist the ladder in the air and throw it down the window. She shook at its ends, ensuring that it was stable enough to carry her weight. Now there were footsteps in the hallway. She needed to move faster. One foot out the window, stabilized. Another foot out the window, stabilized. The footsteps got even closer and then came her name again. 
‘Anne, where on earth are you going?’ 
She froze then looked up to see a tall figure hovered over the ladder. 
‘Stewy!’ Anne exclaimed. 
‘You’re not… But  I…’ 
‘Anne, where are you going?’ Stewart repeated. 
Anne started climb her way up the ladder and within a few seconds, had one foot in the room. Stewart reached his hand out; she took it and he pulled her back inside. 
‘I heard a shot. Someone fired a shot. I wasn’t just imagining this, was I?’ 
‘Anne. I’m okay. That’s all that matters. Get back in the bedroom and lock the door.’ 
Ecstatic to see her husband, she wrapped her arms around him before making her way back to their bedroom. Of course, there were a million and one things running through her mind. Had Stewart killed one of the guys? What was the purpose of the shot she heard? The thought that Stewart had killed someone else made her stomach turn. Though she did understand that in the event that he felt threatened, it may have been the best decision to make, she couldn’t help but think that somehow, that sweet man she called her husband would be tainted. She hadn’t been the one who pulled the trigger on the first guy who fell to his feet. His body lying in the entrance of her home was an image that she would never be able to forget. What if the same thing happened to Stewy? She couldn’t help but think about the great deal of counselling they’d need to get through everything, provided Fort Lauderdale and the rest of the world ever managed to return to normalcy. 
 
***
Downstairs, Stewart contemplated his next move. 
‘Just shut up and let me think,’ he barked at one of the intruders. 
‘Joseph, just hang in there man. It’s not that bad. You’ll be alright.’ 
‘None of you will be alright if you don’t just shut the hell up. Joseph’s your name, right?’ Stewart turned to the guy crouched over in a pool of blood. 
‘Yeah. I’m Joseph,’ the guy replied. 
‘Okay Joseph. So I know that your leg is probably hurting like hell.’
‘Of course it hurts—you fucking shot me!’ 
‘Yes, Joseph. I did shoot you. But that’s because you refused to sit the fuck down when I asked you to. That’s because you broke into my house, threatened my wife. That’s because you’re the bad guy here. Now, I’m fully capable of bandaging your wound and preventing you from bleeding out and ruining my floor even more than you’ve ruined it already. But what needs to happen is that the both of you sit tight and allow me to think. Allow me to decide what the hell to do with your friend over there.’ Stewart pointed at the dead guy who now acted as the barrier to his home. ‘And what’s your name?’ Stewart turned to the other intruder. ‘Derrick, I’m Derrick.’ 
‘Derrick, I’m going to remove those handcuffs from your wrists and you’re going to help me to lift your friend and carry him outside.’ 
Stewart carefully observed the look on Derrick’s face. He was an edgy looking man with a beard that did a very good job of muffling his speech. Stewart wondered if behind the beard and the baseball bat wielding, Derrick was a man who could be respected. Perhaps he had a wife, and maybe even a child. Maybe he had turned to violence as a means of providing for his family. Or even worse, maybe he’d lost his family to this tragic illness and was now fending for himself; maybe he had nothing to lose and nothing to give. Stewart had never thought about the repercussions of turning away those who couldn’t afford his supplies. Initially, he didn’t have the courage to look all those people in the eyes and tell them that what they were willing to trade was of no use to him. 
However, this task was handed over to Tim, who wasn’t afraid to do the letting down. ‘We’re not doing charity work here, we’re running a business,’ he had heard Tim say time and time again. His eyes wandered from Derrick to Joseph and from Joseph to Derrick, trying to figure out if he’d seen their faces before; trying to determine whether or not they were one of the guys who had received Tim’s ‘dog eat dog world’ speech. Joseph was considerably more slender than Derrick. His eyes were sad and droopy; his face young but weary. The more he looked, the more he was certain that he’d never seen their faces before. 
‘Are you planning on removing the handcuffs now or in a million years? Derrick interrupted his thoughts. 
Stewart shot him a look that was enough to make him discontinue his speech. 
‘And you’. He pointed to Joseph, his fingers shaking profusely. ‘Don’t you even think about trying to wiggle your way out of here.’ 
Joseph’s eyes met Stewarts, ‘even if I did, how far do you think I’d get with a freaking hole in my leg.’ 
Stewart reached for the handcuff keys which he had placed in a pocket on his hazmat suit. With the gun in one hand and the keys in the other, it took him longer than it should have to get the handcuffs open. 
‘Ah,’ Derrick sighed once one cuff was removed. ‘Ah,’ he said again, when Stewart freed his other hand. 
‘If you try to run, you’ll have a bigger problem that you ever thought possible,’ Stewart warned. ‘Now, you take him by the arms and I’ll take the feet region. Stewart decided that this was the best way to go as lifting the upper body of the dead guy-whose name he refused to retrieve from Derrick or Joseph- would mean that he’d have to see his face. This was something that Stewart didn’t want to do. He’d never killed a man before and now that he had, he thought it was best that he strayed away from putting a face to his victim. That way, if his dreams were to be haunted, it would be done by a faceless man rather than one who showed the emotions of a man Stewart knew he would eventually start to feel connected to. 
Stewart bent his knees, extended his arms and took hold of the legs on the dead guy. ‘One… Two… Three, and lift,’ he said, packing all his power into lifting. The body was a lot heavier than Stewart had imagined. ‘Through that door and a bit to the right, I’ll lead the way.’ 
He could see the look of confusion whisk across Derricks face. ‘I’ve got some holes dug outside.’ 
‘I noticed those. Just didn’t think that you’d dug ‘em to keep bodies in. God if I’d known…’ 
‘You wouldn’t have come here.’ Stewart finished his sentence. ‘Well, they’re not for bodies, they’re for trash...but seeing as I’m not about to tuck him into my freezer, this is the best route to go.’
Outside, the sky was filled with stars. Stewart remembered when his grandmother had passed away. He was just nine years old. When he’d asked his mother where she was, she told him that when people tie, their spirits become little balls of fire that reside in the sky. He wondered if perhaps the guy he was struggling to lift was now twinkling down on them. Of course, he knew how stars were formed and he knew they had nothing to do with a part of a human that most probably didn’t exist transcending into the sky. 
‘Right here’s good.’ Stewart said once they’d come to the spot with an empty hole slightly to the right. ‘Be careful now, you wouldn’t want to fall in.  Stewart counted, ‘One… Two… Three… and drop.’ His closed his eyes as he let go of the body, not wanting to face his actions with eyes wide open. A part of him felt as though if he didn’t look, then he’d be able to erase this simple detail from his memory. In the darkness, there wasn’t much to be seen. However, by the time morning rolled over, the last thing Stewart needed was to have a boat load of people show up to see a dead guy sprawled out in his front yard. 
‘I’m gonna get the shovel and you’re gonna cover him up.’ Stewart said to Derrick. 
‘Man…’ 
‘Don’t man me. This isn’t my fault. You think I wanted to have to do this? Y’all need to start thinking before you act.’ 
‘Whatever you say.’ Derrick answered in an excessively harsh tone. 
Stewart made his way behind Derrick, pointing the gun at him and instructing him to walk to the left of the yard and thus, to the shed where Stewart had stashed the shovel. ‘Go over there, and wait. If you make a run for it...’ 
‘I’m not gonna run, man. You’ve got my brother inside your house with a bullet wound in his leg and my other brother in your front yard. We were just trying to…’ 
‘Stop talking. Stop talking now,’ Stewart demanded. 
Stewart tried to unhear what Derrick had said. He’d much prefer to see them as a group of criminals who just went around robbing every home they came across rather than actually people with actual families. 
Stewart reached into his pocket and pulled out another set of keys. ‘Should have brought the darn flashlight,’ he mumbled to himself before feeling around, trying to figure out which key belonged to the shed. 
Once his fingers had landed on the right key, he opened the shed, retrieved the shovel which was standing right at the front and handed it to Derrick. ‘Back to the body,’ he said.
This time, Stewart stood a considerable distance away from Derrick. With a shovel in hand, he wanted to ensure that he wouldn’t become Derrick’s victim. One knock in the head and he knew he would be down and out. ‘Alright, get to work and make sure he’s covered up good,’ Stewart commanded. 
Derrick did as he was told. He heard sniffling in between the shoveling and came to the conclusion that maybe the reality of it all had struck Derrick. He understood that this would be a less than ideal situation and of course, a traumatizing one for any human being. Standing there and watching a man be buried in his front yard took its toll on him so he could imagine the way that Derrick felt having to bury his own brother. Just as he was about to give in, grab the shovel out of Derrick's hand and tell them to run and never look back, he remembered that he had to put his safety first. Derrick and Joseph weren’t his friends but they also weren’t his worst nightmare; in the event that he did let them go, they could very well become just that. People are vengeful and he wouldn’t want to have to deal with the wrath he’d face if Derrick and Joseph were to come back in full force, seeking revenge for the death of their brother. 
It took Stewart and Derrick a half an hour to make their way back inside. 
‘Oh my god, he’s dead, isn’t he? Both my brothers are dead. We just wanted to get some medicine for our mom and now they’re both dead.’ Derrick bawled, seeing his brother curled up in a ball on the floor. 
Stewart’s heart sunk. He couldn’t imagine that a gunshot wound to the leg could have caused that much damage. He walked over to Joseph—trying to tune out Derricks cries—and pushed him with his feet.
‘Huh,’ Joseph mumbled. 
Stewart let out a sigh of relief. He knew that once the night came to an end, he’d have more than a difficult time dealing with the death of one person being on his hands, but two? That would be more than too much. 
‘Let’s get this wound dressed, shall we,’ Stewart said. 
Joseph nodded. 
‘I’m gonna have to put these handcuffs back on you,’ Stewart turned to Derrick. Seeing as his intentions now, were to prevent Derrick from running away, he secured the handcuffs around his ankles. 
In the pantry, Stewart retrieved all the supplies that he would need to remove the bullet and dress the wound. Quite a few screams later, he’d plopped out the bullet, dressed and bandaged Joseph’s leg. 
Stewarts next move took him to the pantry where he tied the guys up, secured their mouths with duct tape, to prevent them from attracting attention in the morning when more people would undoubtedly return in search of supplies. 
Now it was time to face his wife. 
 
***
Upstairs, Anne sat with her back pressed against the bedroom door. She’d contemplated trying to get some rest but decided that in such a situation, sleep was the last thing she’d be able to accomplish. It had been over an hour since Stewart went downstairs after having prevented her from making a run for it. The minutes, and even the seconds past by really slowly and that one hour felt more like three. She couldn’t imagine what would be taking him so long. Even more than that, she couldn’t figure out what it was that he was doing with the guys. At some point, she’s snuck her way into the hallways and tried to listen to the conversation that was going on but she heard nothing, not even a squeak. Too afraid to look, she’d headed back to the bedroom within under a minute. 
The more she waited, the more impatient she grew. This was a serious situation and she thought that Stewart would at least keep her updated, though she’s not sure that would have made things better. But, at the very least, she expected him to ask her opinion. 
Her thoughts came to a pause when she heard footsteps quickening toward the bedroom door. She peeked underneath the door to see if she could make out the shoes. Stewart should be easy to recognize not only because Anne had been the one to handpick all of his shoes, but also because he was wearing the hazmat suit. 
‘Anne,’ the person said after coming to a stop by the door. 
‘Yeah?’ she answered with her back still pressed against the door. 
The handle turned but the door stayed put. 
‘Oh, It’s locked, Stewy,’ she said. 
Now on her feet, Anne unlocked the door, slowly pulling it open. Behind Stewart, she could see a trail of dirty footprints. If it had been any other day, she would have scolded him for bringing in so much dreck into her home. However, there were more important matters at hand. 
‘How you feeling?’ Stewart asked. 
‘I’m not quite sure how to feel,’ she replied, taking his hand into hers. 
‘I know, honey. I know. This is all just so confusing. So sad. So… I don’t even know the word for it.’ 
‘What happened to the other guy?’ The words left her mouth before she had time to think. However, that last gunshot she heard bothered her. 
‘I shot him.’ 
Anne’s knees weakened and she grabbed on to her husband for support. ‘Stewy, no.’
‘No, sorry, no. I didn’t kill him. He was trying to charge at me and I shot him in the leg. I had to. I didn’t have another option.’
‘And the other guy?’
‘He’s fine. I put them both in the shed. Couldn’t figure out what else to do with them and that seemed like the safest option. Wouldn’t want them coming back fully equipped and trying to heard us.’
‘And the body,’ Anne’s voice was almost inaudible. 
‘Huh?’ 
‘What did you do with the body?’ she whispered. 
‘It’s outside, Anne.’
‘Oh my god. All these people are gonna show up and see a body in front of our house.’ 
‘No, I buried it.’
‘You what?’ Her knees felt as though they were going to give out again. 
‘I buried it Anne. It was either that or keep him in the house. We’ve got to figure out what to do. I just couldn’t think of anything else.’
‘Maybe we should call the police,’ Anne suggested, though she knew the option was one that would prove to be ineffective. 
‘The cops that aren’t sick are at home trying to live. No one’s gonna come out here, not until all this is over.’ 
‘So you’re saying we’ve got to keep him buried in our yard until everything’s over. No, that can’t be.’ And then something else floated into her mind, ‘Will you let the others go eventually.’
‘Like I said Anne, I don’t know if it’s a risk we can take.’
‘If you let them off with a warning, then maybe that should be good enough. Let them know that the next time, things won’t go over that easily.’ 
‘Nothing went over easy, honey.’ 
‘I know that. I just mean, show them how tough you are. Show them that you’re not playing. I doubt they’ll return.’
‘I wish I could believe that but I…’ 
Stewart’s long pause told Anne that there was something he was holding back. She waited for a few more seconds before asking, ‘but you what?’ 
‘Nothing, it’s nothing.’
‘Stewy, don’t hide anything from me. We can’t be keeping secrets from each other.’
‘It’s not important. I promise. Let’s just make sure that we clean everything up properly and then get out of these suits and try to get some rest.’ 
‘Stewy, tell me what it is!’ Anne demanded. Her eyes were filled with fury, and she had no intentions of stopping before she heard what it was that Stewart was hiding from her.
‘They’re all brothers. I killed their brother and so I’m sure that if I let them go, there’ll be no forgetting about it.’ 
‘Oh no. That’s horrible. Why does this have to happen? Why did any of this have to happen?’ The warmth of Anne’s tears irritated her cheeks. 
‘I know, honey. I know. Let’s just try to move past this.' 
‘I’ll bring them some water in the morning and then some food at night time and hope that we figure out a better solution.’
‘What about Tim?’
 
***
Stewart had forgotten all about Tim and the fact that he’d be showing up at eight o’clock sharp to get ready to barter. The idea of calling him to tell him what had happened; that he’d killed someone was unnerving. He was having a hard time coming to terms with the facts himself but to say it to someone who wasn’t Anne, that would be truly difficult. He thought that maybe he could come up with a little white lie and excuse Tim from working in the morning. 
‘You’ve got to tell him,’ Anne said softly. ‘Just tell him what happened. If anyone will know what to do about a situation like this, it’s him.’ 
‘Anne.’ Stewart shook his head. ‘Tim may be tough and all, but he’s not a killer. He may know how to hide beer bottles, but how to get rid of three bodies, two of them live ones; he’ll be just as lost as I am. Plus, can you really deal with someone else knowing.’
‘You did what you had to do to protect us.’
‘I know that. I’m fully aware of that. It’s just that the circumstances are the same and I’m not sure if we need someone else involved. Plus, once it gets to Tim, it gets to Nadine and we don’t even know her all that well.’
‘Oh, but she’s not the kind to judge.’
‘Maybe not, but what would you think. Say the roles were reversed and they were the ones who found themselves in the pickle we’re in. Would you be able to prevent yourself from passing at least some form of judgment?’ 
‘I dunno, Stewy.’ 
Stewart looked his wife dead in the eyes, ‘The answer’s no Anne. You would judge them, to the moon and back. You’d probably even start to fear Tim, in fear that he’d at some point take his anger out on you.’
‘But you didn’t do this out of anger Stewy. If things were different and the cops were called, you’d be in the right.’
Stewart shrugged his shoulders. ‘I know you’re right. Like, I definitely get it. It’s just that admitting all this.’ His eyes started to fill with tears and he tried with all his power not to blink. ‘It’s just that admitting that I.’ His voice broke with each word he spoke. 
‘You didn’t have a choice. Do you think that if they’d been able to take us out they wouldn’t have? Because they definitely would and they wouldn’t think twice about it.’ 
‘I know, Anne. I know. It’s just that this is something that I never expected to happen. Not in a million years. Yes, I got a gun to be safe and I knew that in the height of the pandemic, we’d have to use it a few times. But I thought that use it meant waving it around and showing everyone that danger was something that we were prepared for. I didn’t think that…’ 
‘At least you could muster up the courage to…’
‘I’m happy you didn’t use yours. You wouldn’t be able to deal.’ 
Stewart forced a smile and Anne followed. The conversation ended shortly after and both Anne and Stewart headed to the quarantine room where they changed into something a lot more comfortable than their hazmat gear. After all was done, Stewart decided that it was a good time to give Tim a call. He knew that in a sense, his wife was right, Tim would know how to handle such a situation; at least better than he did. The phone call proved to be beneficial. Not that Tim knew of a million and one ways to dispose of a body, but he surely didn’t seem to judge. Tim told Stewart that he would still come by in the morning, without Nadine, as he was uncertain of how she would react. 
 
***
Anne observed Stewart on the phone with Tim and was ecstatic to see that he was a lot calmer and a lot less anxious than she had expected him to be. In the meantime, Anne sat on the bathroom counter, staring into the mirror as though trying to see if she had changed, or if she was indeed the same person. She really felt the need to take a hard, long look at herself especially what had happened that night. Eventually, Anne turned the cold water tap and waited for the stream to cool the back of her hand. Once the temperature was the lowest it could get, she bent over and splashed the water over her face. It wasn't that she wanted to feel awake because she was very sure that sleep would be hard enough to attain. 
‘Ah, that felt great.’ She sighed. And then, just as she was about to turn and walk out of the bathroom, the most unexpected thing happened; something that caused Anne to head right back to the mirror in a state of panic. 
 



 
 
Chapter 11
‘No. This can’t be right. No. No. No. Please no,’ she whispered, moving closer and closer to the mirror. 
Anne squirmed around, distorting her body in ways that it didn’t want to be pushed. She lifted her arms in the air, whipped her neck round, trying hard to see and not see at the same time. Then, she proceeded to rid herself of her spaghetti strapped night gown. With her left hand, she reached under her armpit and to her back, feeling what she was hoping she had just imagined. 
‘But it doesn’t matter, right?’ she said to herself. 
‘Anne, you in there?’ Stewart called out, knocking on the door with his regular two knuckle knock. 
‘Yup, I’ll be out in a minute,’ she yelled back. 
‘Were you on the phone or were you saying something to me?’ he asked. 
Anne wasn’t sure what to answer, but settled with, ‘Um… a song popped into my head.’ 
‘Hmm’ Stewart replied. Anne could hear his footsteps moving further and further away from the bathroom door. 
Bending down, she picked up her night shirt and carefully put it back on before exiting the bathroom. 
‘So,’ she turned to Stewart who was already in bed but not looking anywhere close to tired. 
‘So’ Stewart answered.
‘Ready to get some rest?’ 
‘I’m not sure, to be honest. I’ve managed to patch up the front door as best as possible, but I’ve got this weird feeling that someone will make their way in or that those guys will manage to get out of the shed and…’
‘We can’t think that way, Stewy, but if you’re really worried, why don’t you just go check?’ 
‘'Cuz then I’d have to put my gear back on and all.’
‘What for?’ Anne replied, trying not to allow Stewart to get wind of the tremble in her tone. 
‘To be safe. In case someone attacks or in case one of them is sick.’ 
Anne felt her heart rate pick up, ‘but you don’t really think they’re sick, do you?’ 
‘Hell, I have no idea. They were saying something about coming here to find medical supplies for their sister, so who knows?’
‘But Stewy, if they’re…’
‘If they’re sick, we’re not, because we were properly suited up.’
‘Yeah, you’re right,’ Anne said quietly. ‘Definitely.’ 
‘Good night, Sweetie,’ Stewart said before placing a kiss on her forehead. 
‘Good night,’ she replied. 
 
***
Anne knew the exact moment that Stewart had drifted away into a deep sleep. His feet had stopped shaking in that nervous way they tended to when his mind was overly clouded by something unpleasant. His breathing had steadied and a light snore was let out, only to be shooed away with a sniffle. Anne, on the other hand, was having a lot more difficult of a time falling asleep. Her mind kept flashing back to the bathroom and what she’d seen in the mirror. Trying to rock her brain to figure out how she managed to get cut made her feel extremely overwhelmed. Stewart mentioning the possibility that they guys were sick surely did nothing to help her anxiety either. They surely didn’t seem sick. After all, a sick person wouldn’t have been able to drag her away from the couch with that amount of power. But then, she remembered all the times that she’d mustered up the strength to head to work even though she’d felt exceptionally under the weather. But Ebola was different. Ebola was crippling. Anne closed her eyes tightly, trying to shut out all the negative thoughts that were continuously seeping in. She considered waking Stewart and showing him the cut on her back but decided that it was best to refrain from adding stress to an already frazzled man. 
Counting sheep and saying her ABCs for what felt like the millionth time didn’t pack the oomph she needed to clear her brain. Through a crack in the curtain, she watched the stars, hoping that they would disappear and indicate that morning had come. However, the more she looked, the more stars she saw and the brighter they became. She just wanted Stewart to be awake, she wanted something to take her mind off the cut on her back, but there were still hours left in the night; hours left before the sun would replace the moon. A part of her wanted to go downstairs as there was a higher chance that she’d find something there to keep her occupied. Due to the fact that fear was still alive and kicking in her, she couldn’t bear the thought of going downstairs and reliving the attack. Certainly she’d shiver at every sound she heard, only to be forced back upstairs. Even worse, her wandering through the house would definitely wake Stewart and she feared that she’d be forced to tell him what was bothering her. 
When morning finally presented itself, Anne was the first one to hop out of bed. She’d managed to shut her eyes for what she estimated to be a good half an hour. However, actually falling asleep was something she didn’t accomplish. 
‘Stewy, you awake?’ she asked as his foot brushed against her. 
‘Yeah. Something like that, I guess,’ he mumbled. 
‘Do you want me to cook something? Are you hungry? How do pancakes sound?’ 
‘What’s with all the questions, Anne? I haven’t had time to get hungry yet. What are you doing awake so early anyways? What time is it? It can’ be that early if you’re awake.’ 
‘Oh, umm…Almost five.’ Anne felt embarrassed. 
‘Almost five!’ Stewart replied startled. ‘This must be a record for you. Did you even close your eyes for a minute?’
‘Of course I did,’ Anne lied. ‘A few hours at the least. Can’t say I slept very well though.’
Stewart shuffled his way closer to Anne. ‘Good morning you,’ he said. ‘Pancakes sound lovely. I’m gonna head out to the shed and hope that we haven’t already got people lining up in front of our home.’ 
‘What time will Tim be by?’
‘I’m guessing around nine or so, maybe a little earlier. Would be nice if you could toss in a couple pancakes for him as well.’ 
‘Will do,’ Anne replied.
 
***
As Stewart went through the shelves in his pantry, trying to figure out the easiest thing to prepare for his ‘hostages’, he replayed the night in his head. It was hard not to think about what had happened; to push it all away. The more he thought about it, the more he told himself that he had no other option. His hazmat suit, which he’d slipped his way into earlier, was more bothersome than it had ever been. Perhaps the mere fact that he’d had to wear it for a large portion of the previous day took away its charm. 
He retrieved 2 plastic cups from a bag to his left, placing the on the shelf in front of him. The men would definitely need something to drink. The night hadn’t exactly been refreshing and soon enough, midday would roll around and they’d, be drenched in sweat. As a result, it was essential that he kept them as hydrated as possible. 
Before exiting the pantry, he gave the shelf another glance and grabbed the first three items that held his attention. A can of nuts, a jar of peanut butter and two Rice Krispie treats seemed like a nice offering. 
Stewart squeezed past Anne to get to the sink where he filled the two plastic cups with water. Carefully, he walked to the front door, trying hard not to make a mess. When he was close enough, he placed the cups, the can, the jar and the Rice Krispie treats on the floor. 
‘I think I’ll need a bag. Anne, do you mind?’
Anne took a second away from stirring the pancake mix to toss a rolled up plastic bag to Stewart who was standing only a few feet away from her. 
‘You don’t happen to know where my hammer is, do you?’ he asked. 
‘Under the coffee table,’ Anne answered abruptly.  
Stewart wasn’t sure of the reason for her less than pleasant tone but thought it best to pretend as though he didn’t pick up on it. 
‘Thanks,’ he said, kneeling down to retrieve the hammer. 
He headed back to the front door, placing the items in the bag and then tending to the door. The loosely tapped in nails were easily pulled out with the claw of the hammer. He knew that it was only luck that had prevented someone else from trying to gain access to his home the previous night and that he ought to do something about his front door situation. 
The sun pierced its way into his home once the play had been removed from the door. ‘Today’s definitely gonna be a hot one,’ he said to himself. 
He grabbed the bag from the floor, felt around in his pocket for the key to the shed before taking up the two cups of water and then making his way to the shed. The guys seemed to have been sleeping because when Stewart entered the shed, they both looked startled. Of course, they looked even more startled when with one pull, Stewart manage to free Derrick’s mouth of the duct tape and then another swish and Joseph’s mouth was free. 
‘You alright?’ Stewart asked in a very plain voice, not trying to let on that he cared much. 
Derrick nodded and then looked at Stewart with eyes that told him something wasn’t quite right. He moved his eyes over to Joseph, who looked less than energetic. 
‘Is it your leg?’ he asked. ‘Let me take a…’
‘He’s sick,’ Derrick said in what sounded like a whisper. 
‘I cleaned it up properly, it shouldn’t be that bad.’ 
Again, Derricks face said more than he said with words. 
‘You mean he’s sick, sick?’
 
Stewart looked at Derrick whose eyes flirted with the ceiling in the shed. 
‘Derrick?’
‘I dunno man. I just know that something’s not right with him.’
‘You said your sister was sick, didn’t you?’ 
Again, Derrick’s eyes were more focused on the ceiling than Stewart cared for them to be. 
‘Joseph?’ Stewart said, trying hard not to raise his voice. 
Joseph let out a groan. 
‘How long have you been feeling like this?’ 
‘He…’ Derrick started and then stopped abruptly. ‘What are you gonna do with him?’ 
‘What do you mean what am I gonna do with him? What the fuck is going on here? Will one of you just tell me what the fuck is going on?’
‘Our sister’s got it. The Ebola thing and yesterday Joseph had a fever, nothing bad, just you know, a little bit higher than usual. We’d been checking our temperatures religiously because, well, we’ve been the ones taking care of her and…’ 
‘You bled all over my fucking house.’ Stewart could feel the rage building. He could feel the anger pumping through his veins.
‘To be fair, he wasn’t bleeding until you shot him.’ 
‘Yeah? Really now. You wanna play that game?’ Stewart bent his knees, lowering himself so that he could look Derrick in the eyes. ‘You… Broke… Into… My… Home.’ Derrick shuddered at the sound of Stewart’s voice. ‘Why would you come here if you knew you were sick?’ Stewart turned to Joseph who squinted with each word he said. 
‘We had to try to get supplies,’ Derrick answered. 
Stewart put his hands on his head. At this very moment, he felt hopeless. He felt as though he’d head to the garage, reach for a couple cans of gasoline and torch his entire house. An entire section of his living room floor looked like it had been painted by a serial killer. Though he and Anne had been exceptionally careful when cleaning that section as well as the rest of the house that they believed might have been contaminated, he couldn’t stand the thought that maybe, just maybe, they’d missed a spot. 
Derrick started to say something and was instantaneously shut down by Stewart. ‘Just don’t talk. Don’t talk. Don’t talk,’ he said over and over, handing the food to Derrick. 
‘My hands,’ he mumbled. 
Stewart moved closer to Derrick, releasing his hands from the handcuff. 
‘You’ll take care of him, won’t you? Make sure he drinks some water and such?’ 
Derrick nodded. 
A part of Stewart wanted to turn, walk away and allow Derrick and Joseph to decide their own fate. However, a bigger part of him felt overwhelmed with sadness. If only they had asked for what they wanted rather than turn to violence. If only he’d abided by rule number one- Don’t broadcast your supplies. His feet felt heavy as he contemplated leaving Derrick’s hands free but locking the shed door to prevent them from leaving, just in case Derrick decided to put on a show. With his eyes fixed on Joseph, he couldn’t fathom how things had gone from zero to a hundred in a matter of hours. He couldn’t understand how a gunshot wound was now the least of Joseph’s problems as his body knotted in pain. Then it occurred to him. He’d have to decide whether or not this was information he’d relay to Anne. Would doing so only instill a higher and unnecessary degree of fear in her or would it be for the best? Surely he could cover the blood spot in the house properly and start scouring each corner of the house without making her suspicious.
‘I’ll be back.’ He nodded in agreement with the thoughts in his head. There was no way he could keep this information away from Anne. In order for him to ensure that she knew just how carefully she needed to be, he’d have to tell her. 
Back in the house, Stewart called Anne’s name, but to no avail. He marched upstairs, skipping over the blood spot on the floor and headed to the bedroom. 
‘Anne,’ he called out again but there was no answer.  
He thought that maybe she was in the quarantine room getting suited up and so, he made his way in that direction. The room was empty. He took a peek out the window to see that, as expected, people started to line up in front of his home. Without pause, he sprinted downstairs, leaping over the bloodspot as he’d done before except this time, he didn’t manage to keep his balance just as well and thus, stumbled across the room and into the coffee table. 
‘Fuck,’ he exclaimed, holding onto the table for support, finally stabilizing himself once he’d managed to catch his breath. 
‘Guys, guys. Hey, get back,’ he yelled at two men who were seconds away from placing their feet on the greenness of his front yard. ‘We’re not open today.’
‘Come on man, that’s bullshit. You know how long it took for us to get here?’
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, trying hard to look the man who spoke in the eyes but finding it difficult not to glance at the shed every two seconds. ‘We’re out of supplies,’ he lied.
‘Out of supplies? We don’t need much, just…’
‘I said we’re out of supplies.’ The frustration in Stewart’s voice grew deeper. ‘Now,’ he addressed the entire crowd, ‘if everyone would just back the hell up, it would be greatly appreciated.’
‘What’s that?’ A concerned voice chimed in. 
‘What’s what?’ Stewart answered before hearing a whimper coming from the direction of the shed.
‘Sounds like someone’s crying. I’m pretty sure it’s coming from…’
‘Listen, lady, I don’t know what you think you’re hearing but I would really appreciated it if EVERYBODY, proceeded to removing themselves from in front of my home. I said we’ve got nothing else to give and that’s that.’
This, of course, didn’t stop the crowd. And even worse, it didn’t stop Joseph and Derrick from trying to get attention. Lost between the decision of staying and forcing everyone to leave or raising their suspicious even higher by heading to the shed, the confusion on Stewart’s face wasn’t to decipher. 
‘I just say we rush in there and show him how small his army is compared to ours,’ one man roared. 
‘I heard they’ve got booby traps all over the house and that their stockpiles hidden in a gigantic safe,’ said another. 
‘That’s right,’ Stewart agreed, happy for the suggestions that the crowd was throwing at him. ‘One step in that house and you’ll never make it out alive.’
‘I say we try anyways,’ came the same voice that had inserted the idea of breaking in. 
‘What the hell are y’all getting so loud for?’ A familiar voice both chilled Stewart’s bones and calmed his nerves at the same time. ‘The man said leave, and if one of you steps any closer, I’ll blow your brains all over this place.’
Decked out in his hazmat suit and with a gun pointed straight at the crowd, Tim was the scariest Stewart had ever seen him. 
‘Oh wow, there’s two of you.' A boisterous man stepped forward.
‘Yeah, there’s two of us but my guess is that none of you have got either the balls or the bullets to defeat us. Now,’ Tim moved closer to the man, ‘I think I’ll just keep you as my little token. How does that sounds? Unless you’ve got a gun that you’re willing to put up against mine.’ 
As the words fell from Tim’s mouth, Stewart’s jaw dropped wider and wider. He’d seen the tough façade that Tim had put up over the past few weeks, but it was nowhere close to what he was seeing right now. 
‘So somebody tell me,’ Tim continued. ‘Which one of you wants to be the reason that this handsome fellow over here loses half his head?’
Stewart glanced around the crowd to see that they too, had their jaws dropped just as low as he did. No one answered. No one moved. No one breathed. 
‘So I’ll take it that none of you lovely people here wants to be responsible for his funeral. Is that right?’ 
The crowd kept its silence. 
‘Let me explain something to you all. This is how it’s gonna go from now on. Someone tries to make their way over this fence and someone gets killed. It’s you’re decision if that happens. I’m holding the gun, but you’re pulling the trigger. Understood.’ Tim didn’t wait for an answer. ‘No, as a matter of fact, each and every one of you needs to turn around and go home this second.’
Bit by bit, the masses of people vanished from in front of Stewart’s yard. Once the last person was a considerable distance away, Tim let himself in. 
‘Tim.’ Stewart said, searching for words. 
‘Don’t mention it.’
‘Tim. Once this is all over, I’ll have to move. I’ll never live down being the mafia king of the neighborhood.’
‘Once this is over, half of these people won’t be here to tell the tale. It’s a sad fact, but I’d say it’s pretty darn accurate. You know how many people are left in my building?’
Stewart smoothed his hand over the stubble on his chin. ‘No,’ he answered. 
‘Well, there’s me and there’s Nadine. I’ve got to sleep by the freaking door with my gun pointed at the peephole. Have you flicked on the TV lately?’
‘No,’ Stewart shook his head. 
‘Well, that’s great, because there aren’t any news reporters left or maybe they’re just not showing up for work. When you drive past the hospital it looks like they’re handing out winning lottery tickets and everyone wants in. People are dying Stewy. They’re dropping like…’
‘Flies,’ Stewart chimed in. 
‘Nah, much faster than that. So your little situation here that you’re getting all riled up about, it’s nothing compared to what’s really going on. Your damn house is just too far out for people to get to, that’s the only reason you see fifty and not five thousand people on a daily basis. People in this neighborhood and the one’s close by have either ran out of ammo or are anti-gun and that’s why you still have people showing up with baseball bats rather than blowing your house to bits.’ ‘I killed a man, Tim,’ Stewart whispered after checking to see that no one was close enough to hear him. 
‘You defended you family, Stewy. There’s a very big difference.’
Stewart didn’t feel as though these two things were different. Even if they were, it didn't help to shadow the fact that he had two people boiling in his shed.
‘Where are the others?’ Tim squinted, trying to see inside the house. 
‘In the…’
‘Oh, okay. Cuz I was just about to tell you that you’ve lost your mind to still have them in your home.’
‘Tim,’ Stewart grabbed his arm, preventing him from marching to the shed. ‘There’s something else.’
‘Something else?’
‘One of em’s sick.’
‘Like sick sick?’
‘Like about to puke his guts out sick.’
‘You’ve got to get him out of here, Stewy. There’s no room for that. Not in your house. Not in your shed. Not in your freaking sewers, for crying out loud.’
Stewarts mind eventually floated to Anne and though he knew there was a small chance that she could hear him, it was a chance that he wasn’t willing to take. And then, he realized that he hadn’t seen her when he went inside; before he’d noticed all those people lined up in front of his home. 
‘Tim, I’ve got to talk to Anne.’ 
‘You mean you didn’t tell her?’
Stewart pressed his lips together as though trying not to admit that he didn’t mention what was going on to his wife. 
‘No,’ Tim interjected before Stewart could speak. ‘That’s a good thing. She doesn’t need to know about this.’
‘But.’
‘No buts, Stewy. All you’ll do is get her fearful for no reason. I’m here. Let me help you to take care of this.' 
Bobbing his head in agreement, Stewart said, ‘I sure how you’ve got a great plan.’
‘First, let me take a look at these two.’ 
Over to the shed the walked. Tim was a few paces ahead of Stewart, fiddling with the keys in his pocket. Shutting the door to the shed earlier in a very small way, helped Stewart to shut the image of Joseph out of his head. However, in seconds he would be handing over the keys and opening that box of dread all over again. 
‘We haven’t got all day.’ Tim reached out his gloved hands. Stewart responded by taking the keys out of his pocket and pressing them into Tim’s palm. 
He watched as Tim stared at the keys, deciding which one would fit the lock. Stewart hoped he would have tried every key. At least that way, he’d buy himself a little time before he needed to see or speak to the men again. 
‘Holy hell!’ Tim shrieked, backing up into Stewart. 
‘Shhh.’ Stewart warned. ‘You’re gonna have Anne running out any time soon if you keep going on like that.’ 
Stewart turned his head slightly to see that the majority of flooring in front of Joseph was covered in a mixture of vomit and blood. ‘I’ll… I’ll..’
‘Yeah, you do that. Go make sure Anne doesn’t come out here,’ Tim finished. 
 
***
Back in the house, Stewart searched around for his wife. 
‘Anne, where the hell are you?’ he called out, leaping up one stair and then another. 
To the left, Stewart saw a light shining out from underneath the bathroom door. He clenched his fist and pounded lightly. ‘You in there, honey?’
‘Yeah. Just a minute.’
‘Are you okay?’ Stewart was growing concerned. Had Anne been in the bathroom the entire time? She seemed so strong when she had spoken with him the previous night. Telling him he did what he had to do and that he she didn’t see him as an evil person because of it. 
‘Oh, you know,’ Anne replied very calmly. ‘I’m just running a hot bath, trying to forget about everything.’
‘But you’re okay? I mean, you’re not crying or depressed or anything, are you?’
‘I can’t say that I’m overjoyed,’ she maintained her calm demeanor, ‘but I’m okay, I promise.’
The tone in her voice pacified Stewart's fears that she was having some form of a mental breakdown or that she was in some way angry at him. ‘Well. I just wanted to let you know that Tim’s here and we’re figuring things out.’ 
‘That’s great. I mean it’s not great that you have things to figure out, but it’s great that…’
‘I know what you mean honey. I’ll be downstairs if you need anything. Okay?’
‘Thanks, dear.’
 
***
Anne watched from the kitchen as Stewart and Tim chatted the afternoon away on the sofa. Though they’d told her that Tim had brought the men as far out into the city as he could manage, something told her they weren’t telling the whole story. Deep down, she believed they’d taken them to the woods, not too far away, and relieved them of the life they weren’t ready to lose- the life they came fighting to keep by breaking into her home. Though she’d thought about throwing a fit, questioning them until they finally told what she believed to be the truth, she knew she was better off not knowing. Tim had toughened up quite a bit from the first time she’d met him and it was easier to live with the thought that he had been the one to take care of the men. Prying for the truth, might have meant learning that Stewart pulled another trigger. This was something that she was, by no means prepared to deal with. 
 



 
Chapter 12
 
 
Five days went by. Five days of torture and turmoil for Anne. Inside the bathroom, she placed the handheld mirror on the counter. She’d been using it, in combination with the full sized bathroom mirror, to get a better look at her wound. Though she mostly felt fine, there was no fighting the feeling that something was wrong. Her muscles ached, but not in a debilitating manner. This could have very well come from pushing around furniture or overexerting herself in some other way. It took all her willpower to refrain from sticking the thermometer that lay before her, underneath her armpit. For the past few days, she’d been keeping her distance from Stewart and at times, that called for her to be harsh. She hated every minute of turning her husband away; every minute where she was fighting the urge to introduce him to the secret she’d been keeping for way too long. But now, sitting in the bathroom, denying symptoms that she knew existed, it felt like the right time to just get it over with and stop speculating. She lifted her arm, pursed her lips as her eyes caught a glimpse of her scar. The coldness of the thermometer stung as it made contact with her skin. Before turning it on, she ran the tap, just to tune out the beeping that would sound when the thermometer had done its job. 
The seconds felt like hours as she waited. Finally, a series of beeping, ever so quietly, caused her to jump in fright. With her eyes closed, she whispered a small prayer, before plucking the thermometer from under her pits and mouthing ‘forty’. Her cheeks dampened with tears as the words left her lips. Maybe she was getting the flu like her coworker did. Maybe she was just stressed. Again, she tucked the thermometer under her armpit, only to find that the temperature stayed consistent. 
Tapping on the door caused her to jump yet again. 
‘Just leave me alone, Stewy,’ she barked. ‘Leave me alone for crying out loud.’
‘Something’s wrong, Anne. Just tell me what it is. Just talk to me,’ he pleaded. 
She knew that she couldn’t hide forever. The bathroom door was just a temporary barrier between her and her husband; between her and a reality she wasn’t ready to face. But how could she tell him? How could she let him know that the mouth he once kissed was a mouth he needed to resist? 
‘Anne,’ came his voice softer and sweeter this time. ‘Anne.’
‘Stewy.’ She pressed her palms against the door, and smoothed her fingers over its ridges the way she usually did to Stewart’s palms. ‘Stewy, I’m…’
‘I know, sweetie.’ Her eyes widened as the words penetrated her ears. What did he know? How did he know?  ‘You’re mad at me. You’re mad at me for something and I don’t know what it is but I promise you, I can fix it.’
A sigh of relief escaped her, only to be washed away by the certainty of what was going on.
‘I’m sick, Stewy. I’m…’ Her voice faded, replaced by a series of sobs. 
She could hear Stewart on the other end of the door. He was overcome with denial, just as she had been in the past few days. ‘No, no, no’,’ he repeated over and over again. 
With her back now against the door, Anne slid down, seating herself on the floor. A cold tingled its way across the back of her legs as they came in contact with the pearly white tiles. It was cold that she truly appreciated- one that allowed her, for a millisecond, to forget. 
‘I need to see you, Anne. You need to open this door so that I can look into your eyes and see that you’re okay. You’ve got to be okay. There’s nothing left in this world for me.’
Anne wanted so badly to reach up and unlock the door but she knew that Stewart needed a few minutes to calm himself down. She was certain that if she’d pried the door open in that instance, he would come diving in with open arms, ready to embrace each section of her body. She knew that he would smother her with kisses, that he’d have his lips pressed so hard against her cheeks that each tear would land on them. 
A part of her was saddened to think that he didn’t protest to her being sick, at least not as much as she’d expected him to.
‘Let me in Anne,’ he begged. 
‘I’ll only open the door if you promise to keep your distance,’ she mustered up the courage to say. 
Once Stewart had agreed, Anne propped the door open, just enough for her to get a good look at her husband’s face. 
‘Anne, I’ve got to tell you something.’ His mouth quivered excessively. ‘It’s about what really happened to those guys. What we really did with them.’ 
Anne insisted that she didn’t want to hear a word of it. In the event that she didn’t make it through this virus; that she wasn’t able to get better, the last thing she wanted hear was that her husband killed anyone else. 
‘I’ve got to tell you Anne. I’ve got to tell you.’ 
Anne closed her eyes tightly, trying to think of happier moments; trying to tune out her husband’s wails. 
‘Anne, I…’ he said again, more firmly this time. 
 
 



 
Chapter 13
 
Four days later 
 
Perched over a bucket that had already been emptied out twice that morning, Anne was holding onto the last bit of life she had left. It wasn’t the way she thought she’d leave this world. Even in the height of the pandemic, she strongly believed that if anyone would survive, it would be her and Stewart. However, circumstances had changed and she’d accepted her fate. 
Across the room Stewart sat with his fingers knotted together. Anne stole glances at her husband, trying hard to think of the good, to remember his face when it wasn’t fixed in a frown. Her mind wandered back to that day when she’d told him she was sick. She’d insisted that he kept whatever happened to those men a secret but now, felt as though it was time she heard the truth. 
‘Stewy,’ she mustered up all her strength to say, ‘what happened to those guys?’
‘My Anne, my beautiful Anne,’ he replied. 
Anne didn’t feel very beautiful. She felt her body disintegrating bit by bit. She felt worn, tired, overwhelmed and exceptionally dirty. 
‘What happened to them, Stewy?’ 
‘I’m so sorry Anne. It’s all my fault. It’s all my fault. I should have insisted that you stayed upstairs; that you didn’t get involved at all.’
‘Did you…’ She paused, feeling as though she needed to make use of the bucket again. ‘Did you kill them, Stewy?’
‘No Anne, of course not. Of course we didn’t. Tim and I brought them to the hospital. The one who grabbed you, he was sick. He’s the one who did this to you. He’s the reason you’re…’ Stewart sighed loudly. ‘It’s all my fault. I should have…’
‘There was nothing more you could do Stewy, nothing more.’
‘But I…’ His voice cracked. ‘I should have protected you. 
‘Stewart,’ Anne said matter-of-factly, ‘if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have made it this far. You’re the reason I survived. You’re the reason that I was able to live such a fulfilled life, a life I never dreamt was possible but a life that was complete. 
Anne watched as her husband wept, unable to reply. She wanted to tell him that it would be okay—that even if she didn’t make it much longer, he should push on. He still had a purpose in this world. However, the vision of him became more and more blurred by the minute as her weak eyes forced themselves closed. 
*** 
Stewart placed his hands over his eyes, peeking through the minuscule holes between his fingers. He wanted to take in each moment of Anne but hated seeing the life drain out of her. Her beautiful face didn’t glimmer the way it once did but even in all its dullness, she brightened up his world. There was no staying strong, not now. Every night for the past few days had been a night where he cried himself to sleep. Every morning was a morning he cried while awake. It was time, he knew that. If only he could have five more minutes to apologize for all the things that he may have done wrong. If only he could have another second. 
He made his way over to Anne’s bed. Smoothing the blanket over her body, he whispered, ‘Anne, I love you more than you’ll ever know.’ 
 
She whispered back, ‘Stewy, I love you more than you love obsessing about prepping,’ before slipping away into a sleep that Stewart had no chance of waking her from. 
When that last breath escaped her, Stewart felt as though someone had sucked the life right out of him too. He knew that the world would never be the same; that the sun would never shine as brightly. However, a part of him, even if a small one, knew that Anne was better off now. She’d suffered enough. She wasn’t in pain anymore. 
 



 
Chapter 14
 
Life after Anne 
It wasn’t easy, lowering his wife’s body into the hole in his garden only to dig her up a few days later for a proper burial in the local cemetery. There was nothing fair about a cure being found only once his wife had died. 
Life after Anne was difficult. After she’d passed, he sank into a depression that he thought he'd never escape. His days had consisted of sitting out in his garden, staring at the spot he’d lowered her body into. Each moment he spent outside was another moment he hoped that someone would snatch him from the earth and take him to a world where he could exist beside her. The finality of death was something he didn’t comprehend until then. Sure, he was extremely sad when his parents died. However, they were old and he found solace in knowing that they’d lived a complete life. Anne, on the other hand, should've had years ahead of her; years that had been snatched away by the lethal virus. 
‘Tim.' Stewart turned to his friend who hadn’t left his side since hearing about Anne. ‘I just don’t know how to move on. I don’t know how to want to live.’
‘I know that there’s nothing I can say to take the pain away and I’m sorry. I really am sorry that things ended this way. But Stewart, you have to know that Anne would have hated seeing you like this. She hates seeing you like this—I know, deep down, that she’s watching you from above. So, whenever you’re feeling like all is lost, just remember that she wants you to do better.’
Having Tim around really did make things easier—as easy as they could be during a time like this. ‘I just miss her, is all. I miss her so much. Every morning that I wake up, I think that she’ll be there and she’s not.’ Tears streamed down Stewart’s face. He forcefully wiped them away with the back of his hand. ‘This is just not fair. It’s not supposed to end this way. We were prepared. We had everything we needed to survive.’
‘Let’s go back to the house, Stewart. You’ve been sitting out here for over an hour now. Get something to eat. Try to rest and try to live the life you know she wanted you to have.’
‘The cemetery is where she is and so the cemetery is where I belong,’ he insisted, gripping the green grass in his hands. 
‘This isn’t what she would want for you. You need to know that. Anne would want you to try to be happy. I know that’s not possible right now, but I’m thinking that there’s a way that we can make strides in the right direction. Anne doesn’t have to be forgotten. She can be remembered. Not only by you and me, but by everyone in this community.’
Stewart perked up as his interest in Tim’s words grew. ‘How?’ He sniffled. 
‘We can start a foundation for her. We can help people in her honor. There are so many broken families, so many people who don’t know how to survive even with the cure being found. We can help them.’
A smile crossed Stewart’s face. ‘You’re right,’ he agreed. 
 
 
***
 
The Anne Waters Foundation 
 Stewart filled his days with helping those who had lost love, lost hope or lost everything they owned. Tim had been the one to pull him out of the rut he’d found himself in, to tell him that life wasn’t over and that Anne lived on through him. He found a sense of revival in helping others. Though his stockpile was nowhere where it was when this whole thing started, it was still good enough to help, even if the smallest amount. Being able to make his way to the city center meant that he was able to gather small amounts of supplies when they became available. He’d even turned to the items that he had obtained through bartering, pawning them and giving the money to those in need. All of this was done through the Anne Waters Foundation, a charity he had started right as things picked up and people were starting to find their grounding again. 
It’s what Anne would have wanted, he told himself each time he did a good deed. Not that he needed reassurance that what he was doing was indeed a good thing; just that mentioning her and thinking about her made him feel better. It made it seem as though, in a way, she was there, guiding him in the right direction. 
Her life may have ended, but her legacy lived on. 
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