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Dedication
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The Other Half is dedicated to men.

––––––––
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“Irritable male syndrome: a state of hypersensitivity, anxiety, frustration and anger that occurs in males that is associated with biochemical changes, hormonal fluctuations, stress and loss of male identity.” – Jed Diamond, The Irritable Male Syndrome.

––––––––
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AI was used to help explore, research, and refine technical concepts and scenarios presented in this book.



Prologue: Chirping

There is a moment before language catches up to reality. It is not dramatic. It has no soundtrack, no sirens, no bright lights. Just an ordinary cadence, kind of like a robin chirping.

I watched the news out of habit. Not curiosity or expectation. Just habit. I’d take a break from my design work, flick on the news... sit down for a sandwich, flick on the news... unwind before bedtime, flick on the news.

Often, I read as I watch it; that’s how disinterested I tended to be. If I had to take a pop quiz on the stories presented, I’d probably fail.

Today, though, as I ate my ham sandwich for lunch, something caught my attention: a repetition by the anchors—the same word several times in a few minutes.

It was a word that promised understanding about something that had happened, even as understanding did not yet exist.

There had been an incident, they said.

The television images betrayed the calm voices of the male and female anchors as they vaguely discussed the incident that nobody—none of the usual experts—could explain.

I watched. I listened. I noted the subtle shifts—the deliberate omissions, the tension between what was said and what could not yet be said, between what was said and what was seen.

There is a point at which action feels premature, yet inaction feels insufficient.

I tapped my right foot, out of habit when nervous, and stopped eating my sandwich. I lingered at that point, not knowing what action I should take, or could take, if any.

This was before understanding, before panic, before the new normal, before the upheaval and multitude of adjustments that came with it.

It was the day when language faltered, and absence began to assert itself. It was a day that felt like any other, except for the chirping about the incident. 
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Chapter 1: First Conversation
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It didn’t begin with panic. Panic requires clarity. You have to know what you’re afraid of before you can react to it properly.

I was watching CNN, out of habit, not interest, thinking about the freelance design work I had to complete. There were reports of an incident in two cities at first, then in five cities a few minutes later—New York, Boston, Chicago, Houston, and Los Angeles. Details were still coming in. Officials were monitoring the situation. Hospitals were responding appropriately.

There was no cause for alarm.

My right foot tapping nervously, I turned up the volume.

There are words people use when they don’t understand something. “Incident” is one of them. It suggests containment—something bound. Something that can be addressed once properly defined.

This incident didn’t sound bound or defined.

The video footage didn’t match the language spoken. It showed people, supported by others, lowered carefully onto stretchers, and then being helped into ambulances. The camera never stayed on any one person long enough to establish a pattern, but the pattern was there if you watched long enough.

Too many similarities. Too many women. In fact, only women, as far as I could see.

The anchors didn’t say that directly. They didn’t say much directly. They deferred to officials, to statements, to developing information. They filled time with speculation, vague information, and informal banter rather than substance.

Mesmerized, my right foot tapping, I watched the news for three or four hours before turning off the TV and reaching into my back pocket for my phone.

Calling her was a reflex.

Jada, my ex-wife, and I get along. We just couldn’t live together without driving each other mental. Our separation was mutually agreed upon. No affairs, physical or emotional. Just a drifting apart after five years of doing little together. We had no children to keep us in touch, but we had no animosity to drive a wedge between us.

We hadn’t spoken in about three weeks. That wasn’t unusual.

Her phone rang longer than I expected, but when she answered, her voice sounded normal.

“Am I disturbing you?” I asked. She too was a freelancer, a photographer.

“No,” she said. A pause. “I wasn’t up to much. A couple of clients cancelled.”

There was a faint echo on the line, the kind you get when someone is moving from one room to another. I pictured her apartment. The narrow hallway. The kitchen window that didn’t quite close properly in the winter.

“Because of the news?” I asked. “Are you watching it?”

“I had it on early this morning,” she said. “It felt like the same thing over and over.”

She paused. I imagined her watering plants or doing some other mundane chore, phone tucked between ear and shoulder. “You watching it now?”

“I suspect it’s similar to what you saw this morning. That’s usually a sign that they really don’t know what’s going on.”

Another pause. Not uncomfortable. Just silence unfilled.

“They said it was isolated,” she said.

“It seems to be spreading a bit.”

We let that sit for a moment.

“How are you?” I asked.

It wasn’t the right question, but it was the only one available to move off the news.

“I’m fine,” she said. “You?”

“Fine.”

“Plans for your thirtieth birthday?”

“Was going to get my hair cut. You know how it bugs me when it bunches up behind my ears...”

“I always thought that was cute. It was like you had a black hat on, it gets so thick.”

“Then I was going to treat myself to a beer...”

“Or three.”

I laughed. “But no more than that.”

There are conversations that exist to exchange information, and others that exist to confirm that nothing has changed. This had become the second kind.

“I need to get something fixed here,” she said after a moment. “The elevator’s been acting up again. I had to lug my equipment up five floors yesterday.”

“Did you call someone?”

“I left a message. They’ll come when they come.”

“You need the elevator.”

“It started moving again, intermittently,” she said. Her tone shifted slightly. Not defensive. Just firmer.

“Still,” I said.

“Still,” she echoed.

We had previously had the same kind of conversations often enough to recognize its shape without needing to complete it. There was a problem, but she was fine. There was an issue, and I was not okay.

In the background, I could hear something—music, I thought, perhaps on Spotify. Low enough that I couldn’t make out the song.

“You can come here if you want,” I said.

I hadn’t planned to say it.

“For what?” she asked.

“Just in case.”

“In case of what?”

That was the problem. There wasn’t a word for it yet.

“I don’t know,” I said. “In case, is all.”

She exhaled softly. Not quite a laugh.

“You always think things are going to get worse,” she said.

“Not always.”

“Most of the time.”

I didn’t argue. It wasn’t worth arguing.

“I’m fine here,” she said. “Really.”

Another pause.

“You should probably go out and get what you need,” I said. “If this incident becomes something bigger, things might get... disorganized.”

“Disorganized?” she repeated.

“It’s a neutral word,” I said.

“It’s your word,” she said.

That felt accurate.

“I’ll go out later,” she said. “After it settles down.”

“Things like this don’t always settle down,” I said.

“Things like this don’t usually happen,” she replied.

That wasn’t quite true. I didn’t mention COVID-19.

We had reached the point in the conversation we always reach—where continuing would require one of us to change an opinion.

“I should go,” she said after a moment. “I need to call the building manager again.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll talk to you later.”

“Later,” I said.

The line went quiet. I kept the phone to my ear for a few seconds longer than necessary. Not expecting her to come back, just adjusting to the absence of sound. Then I slipped it into my back pocket.

I sat on the couch and turned on the TV to watch more news. Perhaps she too had turned on the news to see if there were any other changes.

They had moved on to a different segment. A doctor was speaking now, remotely. There was a delay between the questions the female anchor asked and the answers the doctor gave, just long enough to make both feel slightly out of sync.

“We are seeing a pattern,” the doctor said carefully. “But it would be premature to draw conclusions.”

“What kind of pattern?” the anchor asked.

“We are still gathering data.”

“Is there cause for alarm or concern?”

“There is always cause for concern,” the doctor said. “But there is not yet cause for alarm.”

Alarm. Concern. It seemed like a subtle distinction, without much difference.

I watched the screen a while longer, trying to determine what, if anything, had changed since I’d first turned it on.

There were shots of even more locations.

As the shots changed, the anchors talked about where the incident had been reported—Cleveland, Ohio; Madison, Wisconsin; Boise, Idaho; Richmond, Virginia.

The wording that the anchors used had become more precise in some places, less so in others. The tone, however, remained the same—measured, controlled, neutral.

That was what stayed with me—not what they were saying, but how carefully they were saying it, and what they seemed to avoid.

I muted the TV. The room seemed quieter than it should have been, as if the sound had been doing more than I realized.

I pulled out my phone and checked the call log. Her name was there at the top of recent calls. I considered calling back—not because there was anything new to say, but because the first conversation hadn’t resolved anything.

Most conversations don’t.

I set the phone down on the couch without hitting redial.

There are moments when action feels premature, even though inaction feels insufficient. This was one of those moments.

Outside, traffic moved the way it always did. I could hear it faintly through the window. In our small city, or large town, afternoon rush hour was ending. A horn beeped. A bus braked at the corner. A car accelerated too quickly.

Nothing in the sound suggested any interruption.

I returned to the TV and turned the volume up.

The anchors were repeating familiar sentences. Familiar, but with slightly different words. The number of cities seemed to have stabilized. Officials were no longer saying “isolated.” Instead, they were saying “contained.”

That was a change. Contained suggested boundaries that are being actively maintained. It also suggested the possibility that those boundaries might fail.

They still hadn’t mentioned our town. Perhaps we were too small to matter.

I watched for a few more minutes, and then turned off the TV.

The silence that followed was the kind that fills any room once background noise disappears. Still, it seemed different. Not louder, if silence can feel loud. Not heavier, if it can feel heavy. Just more noticeable, if silence can be noticed.

It occurred to me that I should mark the moment in some way. Write something down. Record the time. Establish a point of reference that I could return to later.

I didn’t. Not at first. Was there any reason to believe this was the beginning of anything radical? Dramatically bizarre, yes. But now it was contained.

It was a day that felt, in many ways, like any other. Okay, maybe not quite. The differences weren’t subtle, but I suspected that most people not directly affected—people like me—chose to ignore them.

And that’s what we did—but not for long.
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Chapter 2: Last Conversation
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I didn’t expect her to call the next day. Not because she wouldn’t, but because there was no clear reason to call. We had completed the conversation as far as it was likely to go. Anything further would have required new information, and there wasn’t any.

Still, I kept the phone within reach as the news shifted throughout the morning, without getting any better.

By noon, the incident had reached cities in Canada—Halifax, Montreal, Toronto, Calgary, Edmonton, and Vancouver.

There was new video footage, and a different pair of anchors, another man and woman, broadcasting the news.

The language tightened—less speculation, more structure.

“Developing situation...”

“Public health response...”

“An abundance of caution...”

Phrases that implied action, but didn’t take any.

Late in the day, they stopped naming individual cities and started grouping them by region—New England, Deep South, Sun Belt, Pacific Northwest... That was the first indication that the scale was beginning to grow exponentially.

I watched longer than I’d intended. Long enough that I got no freelance design work done. I suspected that my clients didn’t care. They were most likely busy watching the news too.

I muted the TV again because I didn’t want noise interfering with dinner—another ham sandwich, but this time I toasted the whole-wheat bread and added a wilted leaf of lettuce. I used no mustard, as I’d run out, but didn’t want to leave the house—and the news—just to buy a new jar.

The phone rang a few minutes later.

I let it ring twice before answering—not to create distance, but to give myself a moment to shift from observation to participation.

“Hello?”

“It’s me.”

Her voice sounded the same as before. That was the first thing I checked, without meaning to.

“Hi,” I said.

“I went out,” she said.

There was a slight movement on the line, as if she was adjusting the position of the phone.

“It’s busier than usual,” she continued. “Not crowded. Just more people than there should be for the middle of the day.”

“Grocery store?”

“Yes.”

“I could have used a jar of mustard,” I said with a chuckle. “What did you get?”

“Enough,” she said.

I’d told her to stock up but hadn’t done so myself. Under the circumstances, I should have.

I pictured her moving through the aisles, making decisions she didn’t normally have to think about. Quantity. Shelf life. Substitutions.

“Did you notice anything out there?” I asked.

“Like what?”

“Anything consistent with the news.”

She paused. “I don’t know,” she said. “People—women—seemed focused.”

“Focused how?”

“Not talking much. Just getting what they came for.”

“That’s not unusual,” I said.

“No,” she agreed. “But it was different. Buying more than we normally would, I suppose. And a few shelves were empty. For instance, I had to go to three stores before I could find toilet paper.”

“I guess women use it more than men,” I said.

She managed a low, dull laugh that we let sit for a moment.

“Did you see anyone who looked, I don’t know, like they had been hit by the incident?” I asked.

There was a longer pause this time.

“I saw someone sitting near the front of one store,” she finally said. “An employee, I think. Someone was with her.”

“Her?”

“Yes. Like the news is now saying...” She drifted off.

“What did she look like?”

“I don’t know,” she said, a little sharper than before. “Like she wasn’t well.”

“Was she conscious?”

“I think so.”

“Did you hear anything?”

“No.”

Another pause as I tapped my foot.

“I didn’t watch,” she added quietly.

“That makes sense,” I said.

It did. There’s a point at which observation becomes participation. Most people recognize it instinctively and try not to reach that point.

“They’re saying more now, on the news,” she said.

“I’m eating. Turned the TV off,” I said. “What are they saying?”

“That it appears to be only affecting women.”

She said it plainly. No hesitation.

“Yes,” I said. “They started to imply that before I made dinner.”

“They’re not implying it anymore. They are saying it.”

We were quiet for a few seconds. Silence filled the space between us.

She broke the silence. “I don’t feel anything,” she said. “I think I should. But I don’t.”

The way she said it suggested that
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