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  Motherhood During the Plague

Tom Triumph


 

Sarah rides a three speed touring bicycle with handlebar wicker
basket down center of Pleasant Street.  The road slick, the
sky grey and gloomy, she wears her husband’s dirty yellow raincoat
that is too large and manly for her five foot, six frame of narrow
shoulders and wide hips.  Pulled over her brown hair is a
brown hand-knitted watch cap, while purple wool socks cover her
jeans so that the cuffs don’t catch in the chain.  Taking a
left at No. 62, she rides the walk up to the front door of a white
salt box house. 

It is not her house.

After trying the door, she breaks the window.


*                       
*                             
*

Thirty minutes later, Sarah enters the kitchen of her own house
and dumps out a tote bag containing several miscellaneous cans.

“Dinner is served,” she says.

Her two boys, Noah and Joe, age eleven and four respectively,
look up from their Lego sets without emotion.  The older one
is wearing a green Woolrich sweater while the younger has on a
Dartmouth sweatshirt, both with blonde hair recently cut short.

“Okay, I'll cook them first.”

Later, in the living room after dinner, the boys are sitting on
the floor reading books.  Sarah is sitting in an overstuffed
chair, notebook open, making lists.  On the end table next to
her is a stack of practical books: Boy Scout Handbook;
Field Guide for Edible Plants; Dr. Sears; kid's
book of science experiments; etc.

“Okay, find a place to stop.  Then, we'll have story
time.”

“I want to read more,” Noah says.  At eleven, he will sit
for hours reading his stories.  Only at night does he like his
mother to read to him.

“You can read later,” their mother replies.  “One hour of
reading, then read aloud.  Then we'll have science time and
math.  When I go out, you can read.”

“I can't read when you're gone.”  This is true—Noah can’t
do anything without Sarah—it worries her.

“Good,” she says.  With great effort she adds, “It shows me
you're being vigilant.”

“I can read,” Joe chimes in.

“Good,” she says.  At least someone can take care of
themselves.


*                       
*                             
*

The next day Noah walks his bike to the street.

“I'm going to ride my bike,” he calls out.

“Stay in the neighborhood, where I can see you.”

“Okay.”

“You have your whistle?”

“Yes, mom.”

Joe comes out and Sarah already knows what argument will
ensue. 

“I want to ride my bike,” Joe says.

“No”.

“Noah… ” Mom begins.

“Can't I be alone?”  Sarah understands the urge.

“Joe, Noah is going to ride alone for awhile.”  She is left
to comfort Joe.


*                       
*                             
*

They are hiding.  Huddled together in a dark corner of the
basement, behind the useless water heater, Sarah holds them each
with an arm.

“What are we doing?” Noah whispers.

“Quiet.”

“I don't hear anything,” he says.

“I can't hear anything because you keep talking.”

Joe is playing with the watch Sarah is wearing, pushing the
button that makes it glow in the dark.  It is a man's
watch.  Once a week they hide because she thinks someone is in
their vacant town.

“Stop playing with it, Joe,” she whispers, barely audible. 
A possible intruder above and she is thinking about the
availability of watch batteries in the years after the
plague. 

Can’t I just wear a goddamn watch?! 

“You'll wear out the batteries,” she sighs.

“What does it matter what time it is anymore?” Noah asks, not
bothering to whisper.  He’s tired of the drills.  He
doesn’t know what a mother knows.  After the plague, the
evacuation they couldn’t join because of Joe’s fever and Noah
refused to get on the bus without Mom… and nothing.  Everyone
is gone.  For six months there has been not a soul, only a few
with the plague; twisted mental remains that are desperate. 
But mom knows that a world with others is dangerous and a world
with no one is hopeless, so she hears noises or sees movement down
the street which mix hope with her fears.

“It matters.”

“Why?”

“Time separates us from the animals.”


*                       
*                             
*

Sarah is in the master bedroom.  The voices of Noah and Joe
playing echo around the house.  Alone, she looks at
pictures.  Not alone, not really. 

Vigilant. 

Always.  

One photo is of the family, including the husband.  One is
of her and her husband, his arms around her.


*                       
*                             
*

The three of them are sitting in the family car.

“It won't work,” Noah says from the backseat.

“Quiet.”

“We do this every week, and every week it doesn't work.”

“Maybe it will this time.”

“To go where?”

“Quiet.  Now make sure you buckle in.”

“What does it matter?”

“Look.  I've kept you two alive for six months without any
help, and I'm not going to see you die now because we hit a deer
and you go sailing through the front window just because you're
being a pre-teen with attitude.”

Driving used to be a quiet retreat.  Now she’s never
alone. 

Noah buckles his seat.  Joe is already buckled in. 
Sarah turns the key.  It does not start.  None of the
cars in town start.  In the panic that followed the breakout,
someone had knocked out all of the electronics with an
electromagnetic pulse.  Since the radios no longer worked, she
never found out who.  It does not matter now.

“Don't say a thing,” Sarah warns Noah.  “You know, in all
of the post-apocalypse movies, the wild car chases were always the
cool parts.  At the very least they were running over zombies
and vampires with overpowered dragsters and SUVs.  What
happened to Mad Max? That whole series was inefficient cars
wasting precious gas.  Oh, Mel.  Where is Mad
Max now?

“Yeah.  Mad Mom,” Joe laughs.


*                       
*                             
*

Sarah is walking down the middle of Mountain Street.  It is
another grey day, and she is wearing her husband’s dirty
raincoat.  Noah and Joe are being pulled in a red wagon. 
The older child is too big, and his knees and feet hang over the
sides, but Noah insists on being pulled like Joe.  This
indulgence strains Mom’s back.  Stopping before a yellow house
on the left, Sarah breaks a small window.  Noah turns the knob
to the front door.  It opens.

“Mom.  The door is open.”

“I like to break the window.  What kid doesn't want to
break windows?”

“Me.  I don't like the disorder.”

“Harvard will appreciate that,” Sarah replies.  If
there is a Harvard, she thinks.  It reminds her to stop
by the library and pick up more science books.  Perhaps she
will visit the elementary school before they go home. 
Should they take a globe?   They go in. 
“You're too smart for Harvard,” she calls over her shoulder,
walking upstairs while Noah and Joe look for supplies in the
kitchen.

She missed the children’s schools.  Each morning she would
send the two off to let someone else worry about their progress for
a few hours.  Sarah would take care of Sarah.

Rooting through a closet and holding up clothes to her body,
Sarah thinks they are nice dresses impractical for an apocalyptic
future.  She takes one off the hanger and puts it on.
 Joe has found a room with some toys.  Noah finds a can
of food and an opener and starts to make lunch. 

“Mom!” Noah yells.  “I'm going to make some lunch!”

Suddenly hell opens. 

Looking in a mirror, she hears a man with the plague attacks
Noah for the food.  The boy screams.  Sarah runs
downstairs.  In her hand she has a handmade machete, made from
the blade of a lawnmower. 

With a few hacks the attacker is dead on the kitchen floor.

“Are you okay?”  Noah nods.  “Give me a hug.”

“I'm fine,” Noah says.

“I need one,” Sarah says, but she’d rather be alone and just
running out of the house and going somewhere, but she’s here and
has to sooth this one and check on that one before they can even
have some lunch.  She breathes.  “I always need one.”

Noah comes to give her a hug.  He cries, which makes Sarah
cry.  Finally, they stop.

“Go check on your brother.”  Noah nods his head, wipes his
eyes and leaves. 

Sarah’s dress has a large blood stain on it.  She begins
opening cabinets and taking out cans of food and stacking them on
the counter.


*                       
*                             
*

At home, Noah has a radio and headphones.  He built it from
the 150 Electronics Lab Santa brought last year. 
It’s a crystal set, and they think it still works.  Thank
God for Radio Shack!  He scans the dial for a signal, but
only gets static.

Mom is hanging laundry on the line.

Joe is swinging on a swing hanging from a tree.

On the picnic table is the can that Noah had opened before the
attack in the kitchen, with a spoon in it.


*                       
*                             
*

Sarah breaks window next to front door, unlocks it and lets
herself in.  Noah and Joe follow.

“If we don't need it, it's stealing,” Noah declares.

“Maybe we’ll need it,” the mother explains.

They don’t know what they’ll need.  Before, no one thought
a gun in the house was a good idea.  Sarah had looked at the
hunters toting their orange-and-cammo kids around in NRA stickered
pickups—standing around a gutted deer hanging from a scale at the
local store—and saw something better for her own children. 
Where are they now? She wonders.  In the
hills?  Watching her now, through a scope?  Their
education—their redneck Ivy League—has proven more important at the
moment.  Political correctness turned upside-down.

“I don't think we want to cross that line into anarchy.”

Sarah looks at Noah.  “Who taught you a big word like
anarchy?”

“I saw it during dictionary time.”  Ah, dictionary
time, Sarah thinks.  For an hour on Tuesdays the three of
them flip through the huge Random House dictionary they took from
the abandoned middle school and define interesting looking
words.  She worries about Joe acquiring language and the point
where her math and science background will leave gaps in their
education.  A silent, thoughtful person by nature she has
forced herself to chatter nonstop for their sake.

“And you thought dictionary time was stupid,” she says.

“I never said it was stupid.  I like the dictionary.”

*       
               
*                             
*

Noah is riding his bike slightly ahead of Joe and their
mother.  She is pushing a baby jogger filled with jugs of
water when she spies an abandoned clothes line swinging lightly in
the breeze behind a house.

“When I was a kid, we used to use clothes pins and playing cards
to make motorcycle sounds on our bikes.”

“Sounds like fun,” Noah says sarcastically.

“I know, this world is not big enough for you, but it was
fun.”  Sarah runs to the line and takes two clothes pins off
of it.  From her backpack she pulls a deck of cards.  She
clips the jokers onto Noah's bike.  For a moment, she thinks
of the dangers—of drawing attention—but it passes. 
“There.  Now ride around.”

He rides, and the cards CLICK, CLICK, CLICK.  Noah rides
around in a circle and smiles at this simple pleasure.


*                       
*                             
*

Mother and oldest son enter their garage, naturally lit by the
open bay door.

“Your brother is taking his nap.  We need to talk.”

“What about now?”  Noah uses the same tone he used when she
made him practice his violin—the violin he insisted he wanted to
learn.  He’d be the best (left) in the world.  Who
knew?  Every moment she is fighting for their survival
and he whines at each talk. 

“Protection.  Let's think about weapons.”

“We've been through this, mom.”

“And you were attacked while opening a can of ravioli.  I
ruined a nice dress over that.

“It wasn't yours.  I'll steal you another.”

“You need protection.  I think my machete is a bit heavy
for your puny arms.  You need something

light.; something you can control.”

“Okay, Sgt. Rock.”

“Sgt. Rock saved your life. “  Sarah starts rooting
through boxes on shelves.  She pulls out a sheet rock
saw.  “What do you think?”

“Fine,” Noah replies, noncommittally.

“Too flimsy.”  Sarah pushes the point against the workbench
and it bends.  “I like the serrated edges, but it will bend
going in.”

“Broomstick spear?”

“Too easy to break.  Can’t be used going into rooms. 
Perhaps, as a first defense.”

“Can't I just keep my box knife?”

“In the old apocalyptic films someone always had chains,” Sarah
says, searching shelves while trying to get Noah to accept the need
for real protection.  “There was always some side character
swinging them around.

“Did they work?”

“No.  The hero would always wind up with it around his neck
or something, but in the end the bad guy would be hanging by his
own chains.  Dead.”

Mom dumps out a box of electrical wires and fixtures, and gets
an idea.  Rooting around a box of pet collars and leashes, she
finds an electric training collar.  She works at it while Noah
looks on.

“I was thinking about yesterday,” he says.  “In fights in
the movies, someone always gets knocked down and their gun goes
skidding across the floor, just out of reach.  You need to put
a loop on your machete.  You know how the Wii remote has that
loop you put your hand through, so you don't drop it?  Put a
little loop on it, so if you get knocked down you won't lose you
weapon.”

“Between movies we kind of remember and the Wii, we make good
vigilantes.”

“And experience.  I think you've  killed at least
three… whatever  they were.  Not people.”

“The plague.  It makes people more… of themselves.”

Noah asks, hesistant, “What do you think it did to Dad?”

“Well, your father was nice, empathetic, smart and giving. 
So, the plague probably made him more

so.”

“Do you believe that?”

“Yes.”

“He's not coming home, is he?”

Mother looks at her son.  “I struggle every day with
this.  All day.  We believed that nice, empathetic and
giving would change the world.  It is what we wanted most for
your brother and you.  Now… ”

“This.”

“We want you to be good.”

“And dad?”

  Sarah returns to what she was working on, to hide
her rising emotions.

“He did what he needed to.  It's why I love him.  It's
why I'm so angry at him.  When you love someone, you can't
blame them for being themselves because that's what you love in the
first place.”

Sarah puts together a shocker cobbled from the dog collar and
size D batteries.

“What's that?” Noah asks.

“Your weapon.  A stunner.”  Sarah takes the collar and
puts it around his wrist, reversed so the shock contacts face
out.  “I am putting this around your wrist so you always have
it.  You can

slip it off and wield it like brass knuckles.  Do you know
what brass knuckles are?”

“I saw them in a cartoon.”  Sarah looks down at him. 
He’s a boy; a boy who learned everything it takes to survive today
from cartoons.  He is wearing a Stanford t-shirt—does
California still exist?—that his father bought, her husband, bought
as a joke.  His safety school, he had said.

“This is the trigger.”  She hands him a remote
button.  “Push this, and it shocks.  It has an ON switch,
and then a button.  Keep it in your pocket.”

“Okay.”  His voice sounds small.  He’ll have to
survive.  Grow.  Be independent.  She didn’t prepare
him for this life.  He’s on track for college.

“Oh.  It hurts,” the mother says.  “REALLY
HURTS.  Don't use it on your brother.”

They share a smile.


*                       
*                             
*

Sarah, Noah and Joe sit in an older model car.  Joe had
uncovered it while looking for a bicycle pump.

“A classic,” his mother called it when she pulled off the
cover.  “Someone’s collector car.”

“Why do we think this will work?” Noah asked.

“In theory, our car relies on computer chips.  In the panic
as the plague spread, someone launched a bomb that released an
electric impulse that fries computer chips.

“Like a nuclear bomb?”

“A nuclear bomb, but without the BOOM or the lingering
radiation.”

“So, this car doesn't have computer chips?”

“No.”

“Are you making this up?”

“Why don't you trust me?”

“You taught me to be critical.”

“Well, that was a mistake.”

Sarah looks for the keys.

“Of course, it would help if I had keys.”

“In the movies, it's above the sunscreen.”

Sarah tries it.  Nothing.  She leans over and pulls
them out from under the passenger side floormat.

 “In the real world, we keep them under the passenger side
floormat.  And guys… .”

“Buckle up!” Joe yells, happy.

Sarah turns the key, and the car starts.  They go.
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