SUBWAY GERMS

Article by RIVER DONAGHED

The toddler’s eyes are wide-open, head tilted to the
side, so the tassels of his knit cap swing limply towards
the subway car floor. His upper lip flares and you

see everything. The toothless gums, flush against the
rounded metal of the subway pole, tongue lolling at the
fringes. The child sucks at the metal pole diligently,
focused in the way only a baby can be. He is just here,
nowhere else, gumming the cold metal. The subway
jostles and the kid is knocked back, breaking contact, but
mouth finds metal again. Next to him, head down, his
mother hunts and pecks at her touch screen.

There are things secreted inside New York subway
cars, things with beautiful and terrifying names, names
that feel biblical and futuristic, old and space age, names
that sound like forgotten Greek playwrights. Names like
Staphylococcus aureus, Stenotrophomonas maltophilia,
Escherichia coli.

These are living things, microbes alive, yet operating
at a level wholly invisible from your own, impacting you
in ways you can’t comprehend. You defer to the scientists
who understand. You lay your trust in people whose
education is so advanced that it extends their names with
listed nouns. You trust these people because you trust the
institutions. You trust that the microscopic level is their
jurisdiction, that they have ears to the ground, that you are
safe. They tell you to use liquid hand soap, then to switch
back to bars; to carry travel-sized hand sanitizers, then
to not. Your recycling fills with rounded edges of plastic
pump bottles. When a nurse in Texas gets ebola you begin
to panic.

They create studies which you do not read. They are
titled with things like “metagenomics” and “geospatial,”
compound words you cannot parse. You wait for TIME
to aggregate it, to pull out and condense the relevant
details, for the New York Post to aggregate TIME, and
then, finally, you read that. Your eyes never meet the
information directly. It is not for you. You let the findings
filter down through layers of progressively less-educated
people, you wait for that sweet spot, for the knowledge to
be presented in a form you comprehend.

The Post says that TIME says that scientists have
mapped New York City’s subway germs in an app. You
download it and squeal at the strands unique to each
station that you pass through. Five and a half million
people ride the subway, on average, on any given
workday. You buy a soft pack of Kleenex and carry it
in your back left jean pocket, pulling one out each time
you are forced to grab the subway pole. You think, 5.5
million. You think, Antibiotic-resistant bacteria. You
think, Bubonic plague. Two and a half weeks later, you
run out of tissues mid-trip and so you wash your hands
at Hot and Crusty before heading to the office. A week
later, you buy a slice on your way and lick grease from
the web between finger and thumb. You do not open the
app again.

The subway runs you under the East River, the
Hudson River, Newtown Creek. You take the G south
in Brooklyn and get off near the Gowanus Canal. You
remember reading a blog post years ago about a bunch
of kids who live on a houseboat there. The article used
a pull quote where the kids laughed off the rumor that
falling in the polluted canal meant instant death. The
kid’s quote said something like, “I’ve fallen in twice; I’'m
still here now.” You wonder about his safety. You wish
you lived in a houseboat, maybe not on the Gowanus but
somewhere beautiful, somewhere hot, somewhere with a
different pace of life, then you don’t, because of the lack
of running water. You pull at your phone and Google
“swimming in the Gowanus Canal.”

You remember a cell phone video that made the
rounds in all the local papers, back in 2010. A man with
an iPhone filmed a torrent of raw sewage overflow,
rushing down the canal during a storm. You find the
clip and watch it intently while waiting for the light to
change at the corner of 2nd Avenue and 9th Street in
Brooklyn, near the canal, near the place where the tracks
for the F and G lines run above the ground.
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You study the way the sewage in the video seems to
sit atop the water, not mixing, like Cool Whip smeared
on pudding with the convex end of a spoon. The man
shooting the clip asks his audience, “Who wants to
surf that wave of garbage?”” and you snort to yourself,
then look around to see if anyone heard. The crosswalk
goes green and you put the phone into your pocket,
instinctively wiping your hand down the seam of your
jeans. The phone feels dirty to you now. You head east
towards Prospect Park.

In April 2015, you hear about the activist who
plans to swim the entire length of the Gowanus Canal
on Earth Day. You are again reminded that your
life frequently brings you close to one of the most
contaminated water bodies in the United States of
America. The Environmental Protection Agency warns
that the canal is rife with cancer-causing toxins and
chemicals. An investigation, years ago, found dozens
of heinous contaminants — heavy metals, industrial
coolants and lubricants, carcinogens, and polycyclic
aromatic hydrocarbons, the names of which makes
you grimace while you work the syllables over silently
in your mouth. Sip the water and face dysentery or
gonorrhea, diseases you thought surely had been cured,
somehow still preserved in liquid form.

The activist, Christopher Swaine, makes the swim in
a black and yellow dry suit, something that looks more
akin to a biohazard uniform than standard swimming
attire. He doggy paddles, head held above water, but
still manages to get a few mouthfuls of the canal’s
water. Assistants shove cups of hydrogen peroxide
into his hands from the shore. He rinses and spits and
swims. He says the water tastes of gas, grass, mud,
detergent, shit. It tastes like burning.

Swaine makes it three-quarters of a mile down the
1.8-mile canal, when a new storm warning threatens a
fresh barrage of sewage flowing down the canal and into
his mouth. He aborts the plan and gets out. He climbs
up and is immediately doused in five gallons of bleach.
The stunt gets nationwide pickup: city residents are
reminded of the toxic sludge river that snakes through
their borough. None of the coverage mentions Newtown
Creek, the waterway separating Northern Brooklyn from
Queens. None of it brings up the decades-long oil spill
that polluted that creek with more oil than Deepwater
Horizon, in the Gulf of Mexico. You read the article
about Swaine and imagine the taste of burning.

New York City is overripe, disgusting, festering with
microbial organisms searching for mouths and tear ducts
and open wounds to inch their way inside you. They say
your body is three pounds bacteria. They say it keeps
you safe. That doesn’t sound right. You try to imagine
life at that scale, germs existing and interacting with
your cells at that small level, but the only clear picture in
your head is a frame from Osmosis Jones. You remember
a joke from the movie about the uvula, between Chris
Rock and the guy from Frasier and you start to smile.
Then you wash your hands.

Sometimes you forget to wash your hands. You are
on the G train, heading north from Park Slope, above
ground, palming your phone and mashing fingers to the
screen to take advantage of the oasis of Wi-Fi, before
you’re plunged back down. You see the Lowe’s sign,
you see the place where the old Kentile Floors lettering
once stood, now missing like a gap tooth. You watch the
ebbing Gowanus Canal. You swipe a thumb to expand
the subway germs app.

Aerococcus viridans, Bacillus cereus, Streptococcus
suis. The words carry an ancient, mythical quality. The
repeated consonants feel balanced when you mouth them
aloud, as if they’re all a few letters shy of a palindrome.
But they are strange now. They are distant.

You feel as though they should carry more power in
your mind than they do. You feel the dull memory of
terror in their strange strings of syllables, but you don’t
feel the terror itself, just the memory of it. It is the same
feeling you have walking up the stairs at home, your old
home, your parents’ home — you remember the fear of an
invisible something at your heels, but you no longer have
the need to bolt up to the next floor. Bacillus anthracis.
Yersinia pestis. Firmicutes. They feel vacuous to you.

The train is underground now. The city is above you,
you’re rocketing underneath it, unseen, like so many
microscopic organisms. Three pounds of your weight
is bacteria. They say you need these things for strength.
You remember a study or something about mice and
dander and building up a tolerance.

You head north on the G train, through the tunnels,
and the sign says Myrtle-Willoughby. 95 different kinds
of bacteria here said the app. You remember, that number
stayed tucked somewhere in your mind.

The boy is sucking, sucking, really laying into the
pole, head parallel to the subway car’s floor. His eyes
are staring forward but they’re unfocused, all mental
processing power directed towards the oral cavity,
where it meets the steel. You are watching, subway
moving north through Bed-Stuy and Williamsburg and
Greenpoint, subway going under Newtown Creek, boy
gumming the pole, men at other end of car coughing
down sleeves. Stenotrophomonas maltophilia, you think.
Stenotrophomonas maltophilia. E. coli.

“More exposure as a baby is better,” a subway germ
scientist said. “The best thing to do with newborns is rub
them like sushi on the subway ground.”

You remember that line, the image stuck in your
mind, like the number 95. The boy sucks at the pole,
focused, staring, simultaneously there and not there,
so resolutely mono-focused that his mind ceased all
other thinking. He is just here, you are both here, his
lips suctioned to his crescent of metal and your fingers
clasped on your own. The subway ends and you get off.
You don’t wash your hands. %
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