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The Patient in Hospital Zero 

June 8, 2020

The corridor stretches as far as I can see, the first few 
metres giving way to a labyrinth of halls and more 
intersecting corridors. Occasionally, the neon light 
flickers and, standing as I am behind the padlocked  
door, the effect is rather sinister. Despite my efforts to 
find a humorous angle (I mean really, who’d have thought 
I’d be literally living in a place that gives the set of 28 Days 
Later a good run for its money) my imagination is getting 
up to its usual tricks. I spend a couple of seconds too  
long staring at one particular corner, where the  
now-dead vending machine stands, and I swear that 
something moves in the shadows. 

To be fair, I’m probably not wrong. Something is 
always moving in the shadows, it’s what shadows do, 
they flicker and stuff. Nothing scary about that, and I 
really need to stop reading all those stupid two-sentence 
horror stories on Reddit. 

Thinking of Reddit makes me remember that internet 
has been down for these past hours, and that unless it 
gets fixed by some miracle, the next few hours are likely 
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to stretch as endlessly as those corridors. But maybe I’ll 
be out of here by tomorrow morning, and I won’t care. 
I honestly see no reason to be hospitalised for much 
longer. My wound is healing very well and I’m not even 
on any heavy medication now. The last time a nurse came 
in, he dropped off some painkillers with instructions not 
to exceed two every six hours. 

I turn my back on the empty corridors that lead to 
freedom. And I’m faced by yet another empty corridor, 
its equally empty, padlocked wards on either side. I 
trudge down slowly. Walking like normal people is still a 
bit of a challenge, and it takes me a good ten minutes to 
reach my ward at the other end of the hospital wing. 

Trudge, trudge.
No-one in sight. I reach the nurses’ station, 

remembering the hive of activity I had witnessed when 
I was admitted for emergency surgery over a week ago. 
Now, the desk lies empty, a couple of sad-looking Mills 
& Boon left abandoned, for all the world as though 
their owner no longer found comfort in the intrigue 
of fictional passion. The majority of nurses must have 
been transferred to the contagion unit, I suppose. The 
virus was expected to peak right about now, and they 
probably figure that Angela and I don’t really need much 
supervision now, anyway.

It is not the best time to need emergency surgery. 
I mean, not that there’s ever a best time for this sort of 
thing, but what with the contagion and everything, 
things have been pretty hairy. 

My medical results came in just as the world entered 
the eleventh week of lockdown. Shops were closed, 
people forbidden from going out on pain of confiscation 
of all financial assets. Over half the population was 
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infected, with more and more people succumbing 
every day. The health system lies at a standstill, and the 
building that houses our main hospital has been mostly 
transformed into a secure unit, dealing with contagion 
cases. The one entrance to the wing where Angela and I 
are staying is padlocked from the outside, in an effort to 
avoid cross-contamination. 

Doctors, nurses, carers … all hands have been trans-
ferred to cope with this mutant virus that appeared out 
of nowhere. Well, not quite out of nowhere, though I 
am still finding it difficult to believe that a tiny bat is the 
cause of all these deaths.

Lockdown has not treated me too badly, well not until 
I was summoned for surgery anyway. Sure, both myself 
and Mark, my boyfriend, have been laid off, but we have 
enough put by to survive a few months of this storm. We 
are also two of the very few who have actually stocked 
up on enough essentials just in time, mostly thanks to 
his foresight. Before winding up here, I belonged to the 
school of thought that this whole thing is nowhere near 
as serious as authorities were painting it. I’ve changed 
my mind since then.

I still believe that it will all be over soon, though. 
Every single country has joined forces to defeat the virus, 
surely it can’t survive for more than a couple of months 
at worst.

But back to the phone call. My previous fainting 
spells turned out to be quite dramatic symptoms: I 
needed a valve to be placed in my heart. Not something 
that could wait, even though all non-essential surgeries 
had been postponed. I was tempted to do exactly that, 
and try to postpone, of course. Bury my head in the 
sand and get in touch with the hospital when all this 
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blows over. But Mark thought it would be unwise. 
What if something happened during lockdown and the 
emergency department would be shut down by then? 
If the pandemic got any worse and the infrastructure 
collapsed, that was a very real possibility. He did have 
a point, and it was enough to scare me into packing my 
bags.

And how I packed. I have three suitcases here, one of 
them bursting with snacks. We were told to pack extra 
food, “just in case”, and anyway I know all about hospital 
food. It’s not my first rodeo. I also have my laptop, six 
books, toiletries and enough underwear to last me half a 
year although I was told I’d be back home on day six. This 
whole no-visitors thing had me panicking somewhat. 
But the snacks and Netflix comforted me into believing 
that I would survive the worst-case scenario: a daily 
menu of cabbage soup and no company.

For the first week or so, they worked. But now it’s 
actually been 13 days since my heart was temporarily 
stopped, fixed, and made to work the way it should. And 
yet, I’m still here. Two days after my surgery, I am visited 
by a doctor. He nods a lot, makes some encouraging 
noises, and then disappears. We never see him again; the 
daily visits are relegated to the nurses. After the first six 
days, even these start dwindling away. Angela is always 
joking that if we want to get some attention we’d better 
find a way to get infected. Otherwise, we’re just not 
interesting enough.

She’s probably right. She, too, has had a valve placed 
in her heart but she is amazingly peppy; a bit of a 
chatterbox, too much for my liking. Here I am, trying to 
finish off Season 3 of Good Girls, and she’s nattering away 
about how her son has just started walking. But I do feel 
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sorry for her. It sounds like she’s missing out on a lot. Her 
phone is giving her trouble, so I ask her if she’d like to use 
my laptop to Skype with her family, but the second she 
accepts, the internet dies. Angela starts bitching about 
the patchy hospital wi-fi, but I stop her and point at my 
phone, the screen flashing that annoying “No Signal” on 
the top right-hand corner. I, too, have lost all reception 
on my phone. Ah, well, I suppose technology everywhere 
is being overloaded. I do wish we’d get the connection 
restored, though. It’s our only way of keeping up with 
what is happening on the island. There really is nothing 
else to do now that I’ve run out of books, and not being 
able to speak to Mark is making me anxious.

I try to keep myself occupied by going off for walks 
along the maze of corridors that is this wing, but lately 
the emptiness has started creeping me out, giving me 
anxiety attacks, which is why I am now trying to reach 
my ward — and Angela — as fast as my still shaky legs 
will let me. An irrational fear overtakes me just as I’m 
shuffling across the last few metres. Maybe it’s the 
thought of all that empty corridor space behind me, the 
lights a-flickering every few seconds. I know that there 
is no-one there, yet the hairs on my neck start prickling. 
I will myself to walk a bit faster, telling myself that I’m 
being silly and that there’s no need to check, because the 
corridor is still as empty as it was a couple of seconds 
ago. But my heart is beating too fast and I’m worried that 
this will put stress on the new valve, so I give in, I turn 
my head and look. And, of course, there’s nothing except 
for an empty stretch of neon-lit empty. I’m part relieved, 
part ashamed, as if I have lost a game with myself or 
something.

I walk into the ward to find Angela fiddling with her 
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phone and for a second I feel a surge of joy. Internet 
must be back. But no, she’s just giving in to that useless 
endeavour, watching the wi-fi circle go round and round 
forever, until the connection times out. Phone calls? I ask 
hopefully. She shakes her head.

I look at the massive clock that’s hanging right on 
the doorway, because even the time on our phones seem 
to have gone haywire. It’s gone seven. By the looks of 
it, they’ve forgotten to bring us food, yet again, today. 
Hospital dinner typically shows up between 6 and 6.30 
in the evening, but for the past two days no-one has 
come bearing the regulation plastic trays and disposable 
containers. No breakfast, no lunch, nothing. Angela 
just won’t shut up complaining about it. Things must  
be getting really hectic out there, for them to not even 
have found time to drop in with a couple of sandwiches  
at least, but I tell myself that this is nothing to worry 
about. 

Even before I came here, the news reports were 
already full of stories about a shortage of health workers. 
Last I heard, the number of quarantined nurses and 
doctors exceeded half the health workforce. Before 
checking into the admission ward, I was advised to 
bring enough food and water for my stay. Once I went 
into recovery, constant care was not guaranteed, I was 
informed. But Angela is clearly having some difficulty 
accepting this. I wonder out loud what would happen 
if either of us had a real, sudden emergency, and panic 
threatens to rise. But Angela bursts out laughing at me 
and reminds me that we can simply use the landlines 
behind the nurses’ station. I’d forgotten all about those, 
mostly because they never ring anymore. The reminder 
that we’re not as isolated as we appear makes me a bit 
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more cheerful. Angela and I play a game of Battleship, 
the old-school way, after I rummage for some pen and 
paper. I doubt the nurses will mind. Eventually, I manage 
to drop off.

I’m woken up by a godawful clanging. For a second, 
I forget where I am. As soon as I remember, the initial 
panic that comes of being disoriented is replaced by a 
different type of panic. Hospital alarms don’t ring for 
nothing. What if there’s a fire? We are locked inside, huge 
padlocks on the outside of the one door leading out of 
this wing. I swear, it feels like they are treating us like 
prisoners. Even the windows don’t open. I look at the 
bed opposite mine and see that Angela has disappeared. 
The panic is replaced by dread, until suddenly the noise 
stops and I’m deafened by silence instead. Then I see 
Angela making her way towards the ward and my heart 
stops pumping like crazy.

Angela is looking super annoyed. To get the alarm to 
stop, she’s had to turn off the mains of the entire west 
section of the wing, she tells me. Way to go Angela. It 
would never even have occurred to me to look for a mains 
switch. So, problem solved, I say. But the look on her face 
seems to believe otherwise.

We’ve no idea why the alarm went off, she tells me. 
Plus, she found a box full of bread and baked beans that 
was left inside our wing, near the entrance. So, a nurse 
must have visited while we were sleeping, which she 
insists is weird. She’s not wrong. I mean, a boxful of 
bread and baked beans? Clearly, we are not about to be 
discharged today. And equally clearly, we are not going to 
get any other human interaction. Which is a problem, as 
we have no way of asking them to fix the internet, or even 
to catch up on news about how things are outside. 
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In actual fact, when I was first admitted to hospital, 
things had been looking up. All through that week, the 
number of newly-infected people was on the decline. As 
was the number of deaths. When I bid my temporary 
farewell to the outside world, the number of new 
infections was just over 100. An amazing change from 
the thousands of victims that we had come to expect 
from each news bulletin. If you had asked me back then, 
I’d have said that by the time I recovered from surgery 
the contagion would be under control.

But instead, it must have taken a turn for the worse. 
There’s no other explanation for the lack of medical 
personnel in our wing. I had been warned that this 
may happen, they even made me sign papers that, once 
surgery was over, I understood my priority would be 
downgraded in favour of contagion victims. The grim 
prediction has clearly come to pass.

But Angela disagrees with my assessment. She says 
that this doesn’t explain why we are still being kept 
in hospital. She thinks everyone is dead and there’s 
no “outside” any more. I remind her of the bread and 
the baked beans, and she looks somewhat abashed. 
Moreover, I do have an explanation. I was also made to 
sign a paper, for this, that they couldn’t guarantee I’d be 
released within the normal six-day period. The reason, 
if I remember well, is that major surgery makes us more 
vulnerable to the virus, so keeping us in hospital longer is 
safer. Makes sense, right?

Not that I could care any less, right now. The day 
passes too slowly and annoyingly. It’s warm and sticky, 
and the air-conditioning system seems to have been 
switched off. Angela and I take turns trying to figure 
out a way to open the windows, with no luck. There are 
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no handles to turn, no locks to pick open. The blinds 
are fixed, so we can’t even see the outside. It’s because 
of the suicides, Angela tells me. People staying in 
hospital are always at a higher risk of depression, and 
of ending their own life, and the hospital doesn’t want 
to take responsibility for that sort of thing. I actually 
guffaw. I mean, we probably fit within the highest 
suicide risk bracket right now, stuck in hospital as we 
are, with no visitors, no news, no people and no idea 
when we’ll finally be released. Or even what we will find 
once we’re outside. Hell, what if Mark, or Angela’s son, 
succumbed to the virus since we’ve been stuck here? But 
these thoughts don’t make me suicidal. They just make 
me more determined to find a way to leave this place. 
Because really, neither of us needs medical attention and, 
clearly, the doctors agree with our assessment, or we’d 
have seen a bit more of them.

What’s worse is this: my snacks are running out. 
These past few days my odd assortment of crackers, 
croissants and chocolate bars have been sustaining 
Angela and me for breakfast, lunch and dinner. And 
occasionally, some elevenses. The stash of bread left to us 
by the mystery nurse is almost inedible. Dry and rubbery 
at the same time. And — get this — we have nothing with 
which to open the cans of beans. If I didn’t know any 
better, I’d say someone is messing with us. But let’s be 
real. It’s just the usual garden-variety stupidity. Sadly, 
neither Angela nor I have yet figured a way to open them 
without a can opener. If Mark were here, he’d McGyver 
the hell out of them. But not us. 

 


