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      Voices shattered the quiet of the summer day as if it were glass. Dorothy wanted to hold herself back, but the heat was up and tempers with it.

      "You should never have married him." Her voice sounded rough and sharp even to her.

      "You're a racist who doesn't like the idea of her nieces and nephews being yeller." Her sister's retort was staccato, like a hunter's gunshot.

      "And what if I don't? That doesn't make me a racist!"

      Dorothy took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm. Laura, so similar to her in appearance, was still blood of her blood, flesh of her flesh. The same light brown hair, the same greyish blue eyes, the same tendency to put weight on around the hips. The bone of contention between the sisters was that Laura, the younger, had married a black man.

      "It makes you..." Laura tailed off. "Dammit, Dorothy."

      "Don't blaspheme. That's his influence, no doubt. What language are any kids you have going to grow up using?"

      "Who cares? Dorothy, you're just a prude. Everyone talks like that these days."

      "Not in this family, they don't. You want to be part of this family, act it." The two glared at each other like a pair of bulldogs separated by a wire fence. "And get your husband to act it, more the point. He ain't just black, he's rude."

      "Would you care if he was white?"

      "Yes! For the sake of little puppies, Laura! Listen to what I'm saying, not what you're putting in my head."

      "You said you don't like us being mixed."

      "That's only after you called me a racist."

      They might have continued in this vein for some time — they had before — but at that moment the bone of contention himself walked in. Leroy Clark was a tall and admittedly handsome man - Dorothy knew what her sister saw in him, but how could she consider a black man like that? As she was not inclined to do so and had a perfectly good husband of her own, she fixed Leroy with a perfectly good glare.

      The look he gave her back said that he knew full well why she was angry at him, and was not about to let her get to him. She sighed inwardly. Leroy Clark. Who had taken their sister from the family.

      Well, that wasn't true anymore. Laura had been exiled by their father, who had forbidden Laura's name to be mentioned and crossed it out of the family Bible. After his death, they had welcomed her back at the funeral, but the tension remained. Toleration was all Dorothy could offer Laura's husband.

      "Leroy," Laura greeted him, her voice like a guitar string tuned too high. Still, she turned towards him.

      Dorothy nodded. She might not approve of the man, but she approved of the relationship. One wife, one husband, parted only by death. Dorothy thought of her own husband. She thought of the troubles of the world and felt her irritation with her sister fade. It was, after all, a smaller concern than everything else.

      She turned on her heel, offering no parting word as she left the two of them together. She would eternally wish her sister had chosen otherwise. Or, at least, that they would not have children to be victims of the same prejudice she herself showed.

      

      
        
        -#-

      

      

      

      Dorothy did not go into town often these days. Her rather beat-up old Ford did not get the kind of mileage modern gas prices demanded. She knew she should save up and buy one of the new electrics, but somehow there was always another crisis in the way of such a large purchase.

      She blamed that in no small part on her two very handsome boys. By their nature children were expensive, and she did not get the kind of support she really needed. Of course not. They saved the support for welfare mothers who popped out as many children as they could in the shortest possible time, each child another paycheck. Hard working families? They were expected to stay hard working.

      At least her husband, Thomas, did not work in the chicken plant south of town; that had been the best her father had aspired to. Her husband had achieved the lower fringes of white collar, a salary that would allow her sons to go to college. Thomas and Dorothy had already decided to send their sons to college, even if it was only community college. The boys had no say in the matter; children needed these decisions made for them. When they and their wives and kids had bigger houses and new cars the boys would be grateful.

      Maybe she should have gone herself, but her parents would not have supported it. Especially not for a girl. Her parents had still believed men provided and women got married.

      What if Dorothy had a daughter? Best she went to college, too. What if she couldn't find a good man? What if she found a bad man and got dumped with a kid?

      She pulled herself out of her thoughts as the car rumbled into town. Town was a mess. Town was always a mess. Most of the vehicles in the area crammed into the Walmart parking lot. When people were broke, Walmart did great business. Right now, most people were broke.

      Ah well, the economy would turn up again. It always did, a roller coaster. The media had talked about depressions for years, but it always seemed to lurch from recession to recession, never quite finding depression or boom. The government sucked, but at least it could keep them from the worst doldrums. Her family considered it an article of faith that the government wasted their tax dollars. Wasted them on kickbacks to big companies and making the rich richer.

      She drove past the Walmart and the little strip of fast food places and cheap diners, all of which she had patronized at some point in her life. Patronized, that word had two meanings. It could also mean her patting her sons on the head. She tried not to do that. They had to be men someday.

      Men did not tolerate women patronizing them, unless they owned restaurants. She shook her head and turned into the parking lot. Not Walmart. She could get what she needed at Walmart, but if she bought it at Rose's it lasted longer.

      She was clothes shopping, one of those things that had to be done if one was to properly survive. For her, shopping for pleasure was a rare luxury, saved for Christmas and birthdays, rationed out in small doses. She got out of the car, hesitated, then changed course towards the newspaper stand. The only thing she got routinely was the county paper, which was a round of births, deaths and installations at the art gallery that brightened downtown. Sometimes, she felt the need for some actual news, more reliable than the internet. Now was most definitely one of those times.

      A bell over the door announced her arrival in a delicate chime, at odds with the faint hint of cigarette smoke that wafted through the room and, most especially, from the storekeeper's clothes. The storekeeper ignored her, shelving cheap toys and candy, pausing only to push his glasses up his nose..

      Dorothy glanced across the headlines. She peered at one, 'Government denies biotech spill.' Somebody was claiming some engineered virus had escaped in Washington State and made the scientists working on it sick. Poetic justice. Well, she supposed it depended. If they were making a weapon, they deserved their fate. But, if they were trying to make a new flu vaccine...

      She placed it firmly in the reserved judgment category. Washington State? Unbelievably far away. Raleigh was far away. Durham might almost be in another country. That was as far as she had ever traveled, other than brief trips to the Outer Banks. Who cared what happened in Washington, State or DC?

      Dorothy picked up the paper anyway. She did not care about rumored leaks, but about the other top story, which had to do with, yes, fuel prices.

      She did care about those. They were up again, which meant that getting into town would cost her even more. She envied her brother, who was heading hard for self-sufficiency on his little farm. That sort of life wasn’t Thomas' thing though. He liked his job, his routine, and his commute, which was what cost most of the money.

      Maybe she could use this paper as ammo to get him to telecommute. He insisted that she distracted him too much. Distracted, yeah. Distracted right into bed half the time. It was a wonder she hadn't got knocked up again. Assuming she wasn't, which she was not entirely sure of. She was late again, but that was not news either. It happened at least once a year.

      Maybe what they needed was to build an office onto the house, so he could lock the door. Lock her and the world out.

      Back out into the warm day, too warm for her immediate liking. The sky was thin, that sort of grey-blue that indicated the presence of clouds not strong enough to produce rain, that elevated the humidity from annoying to almost unbearable.

      She hesitated there on the sidewalk, and the world seemed brighter. With the sun emerging from that same thin veil of cloud, the world was brighter. The trees seemed less desultory, their green leaves arching across the road as they reached for a sky lightening from grey to blue.

      The news was forgotten utterly. For now.

      

      
        
        -#-

      

      

      

      Sadly, that lasted only until she saw another human being. It was old Harold Palmer, who was always a little odd. His latest oddness was to talk to himself as he bumbled along the sidewalk, ancient tweed coat flapping around his knees despite the heat. Eh. He was not worth worrying about. Yet, she found herself watching him, and a cloud crossed over the sun. Perhaps it was some echo of a memory that made her so...uncertain all of a sudden.

      More likely it was her strong desire to never end up like that, to keep her mind intact. After all, it was her most valuable possession. The one thing nobody could take away from her.

      No, it was her second most valuable possession. Her children were the most valuable, and she would defend them with her life.

      Harold Palmer meandered past a couple of teenaged boys. They hurled verbal abuse after him, as many boys were inclined to do.

      Not her boys. As she stood there one of the teenagers got into Harold's face and shoved him. Dorothy stalked towards them. "Your mother teach you no respect?"

      "Stay out of this, mama," one of them snapped at her.

      "Oh, don't think I can't paddle your behind, young man." She kept her approach even, not running. She knew running would just make her look undignified and less intimidating.

      Harold Palmer did not really seem to know what was going on around him. He kept walking. The boys let him go now they had another target. One of them spat in her face.

      That did it. "I am going to find out who your parents are and why they haven't taught you anything." She was careful to speak more correctly than usual, to avoid giving them any ammunition. "Let me guess, you think you're going to impress some girl this way?"

      One of the kids flicked his cigarette, one he was too young to have bought legally, stepping into her face. "What makes you think you can say anything about it, mama?"

      This was where it could get really nasty. "I will find out who you are." A calm threat, her eyes flicking over them. Just kids, none of them carrying any kind of a weapon. Bullying kids who thought they could beat an adult.

      One of them lifted his hand, then thought better of it, and they stepped back as she walked past them, but once she was clear, they hurled more jeers and insults after her - too cowardly to attack, too rude to bow to authority. Some parents just did not raise their children right.

      At least Harold Palmer was, thoroughly, gone. And at least they had not touched her. That would have been embarrassing at best, hard to explain and unpleasant...or worse. Her mind shied away from worse, feeling the danger of the situation keenly as her anger faded.

      No. She should not do things like that, and she knew it. She would not again, she vowed, as she always did. No. This would not happen again.
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      Dorothy's brother's farm was a good way out of town. It was far enough that she did not get there often, and even less often as energy prices drifted upwards. Her family needed to buy more solar panels. Jason had his entire roof covered with them. Some days, his meter ran backwards.

      It was a shame solar cars remained just outside the edge of feasibility. Oh well. Jason had promised that if civilization collapsed everyone — even Leroy — would be welcome on the farm, as long as they pulled their weight. Dorothy could pull her weight. She always had, in her own, specifically female way.

      As Thomas drove towards the farm, she looked out the window. Fields alternated with pine woods, left there to provide cover for the deer almost everyone hunted. A small artificial lake glinted in the sun. The boys had their game consoles and were apparently engaged in some kind of high score war, but quietly.

      She'd always taught them to be quiet in the car. Not to disturb daddy or mommy when they were driving. She was proud of her boys and sure that they would not grow up to be those kids, the kids she had seen bullying old Harold. Her boys knew their place and were learning what it meant to be men. Real men, not emasculated city boy pansies. You could be a real man without violence, without disrespecting anyone. Those city kids, they did what they did because nobody had ever shown them how to be men, always given them too much of a pass. Boys would be boys, but there had to be a line. Parents had to show where that line was.

      There was something not quite right off to the side of the road. Realization slowly impinged on her consciousness: there was a fire in a place there should not have been a fire. Smoke rose into the sky and she could smell the scent of burning wood and heated metal. Not bonfire smells, those.

      "Thomas." She knew exactly how urgent to make her tone so he would take this seriously.

      He pulled over straight away, craning his neck to see what bothered her. The boys barely noticed. "Oh dear. I think that's the Mitchell place." With no discussion, Thomas hit the gas and then swung down the narrow road that led that way.

      "What's going on?" asked Junior.

      "The Mitchell place is on fire." She didn't shelter her children. Didn't keep them from knowing the things they'd need to know as adults. That was coddling.

      Of course, both reacted as only young boys can to such news. "Cool!" came twin soprano voices. They were boys. They would learn how serious it was.

      "Pipe down. And stay in the car."

      As they approached, it was not the Mitchell's house that was burning. It was their barn. Their daughter's horse was in the paddock, running the fence line, terrified. The daughter was trying to catch him to keep him from running right into the flames. Horses would do that. They didn't have much in the way of brains.

      Evan had a hose trained on the flames. His wife was talking on a cell phone, calling the fire department. Neighbors were helping, though. There was a pause, then: "Bucket brigade?" Thomas offered as he opened the door.

      "Can. Wish your boys were a few years older."

      "Don't have any of the animals in there, right?"

      "Got the cat, put her in the house. Just need to keep it from spreading."

      Dorothy glanced at her husband, then hissed to the boys, "Stay put."

      Jane Mitchell finally had the horse. She was leading it away from the fire. "I'll be back when I have him secured somewhere." The poor animal bounced on his hooves, ears pinned against his skull, tail lashing.

      The house was the only source of water. It was pretty clear that their efforts were token against the force of the fire. They did it simply to be doing something. Dorothy threw buckets until her arms ached and only then did the blasted firefighters show up. Response times: another thing that had been going up lately.

      The world was falling apart and she knew it, but she also could do nothing about it. Besides, the world was always falling apart. Entropy. Like a satellite in orbit that fell constantly and always arrived in the same place. Junior was learning about satellites. They grew so fast.

      The firemen finally put the blaze out, while the boys watched. There was little left of the Mitchells' barn, or of Mr. Mitchell's bike, which had been in there. At least the family and the animals were safe. At least it wasn't their house. With each of those thoughts she half-filled her glass, determined not to let herself be brought down by this. The boys, of course, still thought it was cool.

      She showered in the Mitchells' bathroom, trying to get the scent of smoke off herself, trying to get her mind back on where they were supposed to go... Right, Jason's farm. Turning back occurred to her, but the boys would be upset and disappointed. She gathered her thoughts before emerging, a towel over her hair.

      "I called Jason," Thomas called. "He says we should stay over." Whether Thomas had asked, she did not know or care. The boys were still warring as if none of it had happened. True resilience that, and hardly surprising. They were children, and nothing ever seemed to affect them. She envied that resilience, envied not having to worry about anything.

      Sometimes, she wished she could just put everything in Thomas' hands. Wasn't that what marriage was about? It was how she had once imagined it - a man to provide for her. To care for her so she could focus on cooking and childrearing and worry about nothing else.

      Sure.

      Dorothy watched the boys as Thomas vanished into the shower. Having children was a recipe for fear. What if they had got too close to the fire? The what-ifs flowed through her as she regarded her sons. Not yet men. Still fragile, uncertain beings, not yet aware of who they were. Dependent on her to teach them what they needed to know and be, but struggling towards independence.

      Her clothes still smelled a little, but there was not much she could do about that. She had not thought that she would need to change. She'd brought a change for the boys, but not for herself.

      Well, there was nothing she could do about that now. The Mitchells would manage and she would manage and life would go on, as it always did.
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      Dorothy's hands moved quickly but carefully. The wire she was drawing was warm and smooth, holding her attention.

      Yet, her thoughts were not quite focused enough. The world was heading for a very hot place in something woven. Perhaps the world always seemed that way. The wire, then, extending outwards. It would make what she wanted to make. She envisioned a necklace, delicately encircling a woman's throat. What would she place on it? Five thin flanges of metal, expanding outwards. The image was as clear in her mind as if the object already existed, but she still needed a little more wire before she could make it real. Cursing the delay and holding firm to the inspiration before it escaped her, she kept drawing the wire, winding it carefully onto a holder. She had to finish before she could start the fun part of the work, and she did.

      Her studio was behind the garage, where she had envisioned an office for Thomas, if he ever stopped insisting on commuting into town. She doubted he ever would. Maybe his employer would insist for him. More and more were doing that, saving on space, heat, and power. He was so stubborn.

      Everyone was out: Thomas at work, and the boys at school. Nobody should be knocking on the door, yet somebody was. With a sigh, she finished off the end of the wire and walked over to the entrance.

      The person outside was about the last individual she wanted to see. A heavyset woman with the unlikely name of Galatea Crow. Dorothy suspected that was not her real name - she was one of those hippy artists that formed such a large part of the community. Said artists were constantly trying to recruit her with organic coffee beans and goddess spirituality. Galatea Crow always made her want to hide in the nearest church. She never felt safe with her around, but she forced a smile on her face. "Hello, Galatea."

      "Dorothy!" The woman breezed in. "What are you working on?"

      The image of the completed piece had completely fled her head. She sighed inwardly. "Wire," she said, then immediately regretted it. She should have told Galatea she was in the middle of some hugely complicated project and could not be interrupted further, but it was already too late.

      "Ah, nothing you can't set aside for a few minutes. I need your help with something." Shamelessly she fluttered her eyelashes. Sheesh.

      Dorothy had wondered if Galatea was a lesbian before, had seen hints of it and, although she could not admit it, perhaps felt a little bit of something with her around. Now she was sure of it and wanted to be rid of the other woman. "Actually, I do have quite..."

      But Galatea was breezing past her. "I'm doing a work on the fallibility of technology. Given your liking for using the...debris...left by such..."

      Oh Christ, she would never get rid of her. Mentally, she reminded herself not to take the name of the Lord in vain, but Galatea always had that effect. "Any particular reason?"

      "Nothing new. Well, except for what's happening in Washington State."

      Washington State. The engineered virus. "I thought that was just a rumor."

      "Well, the rumor now is that they've closed Seattle airport. Bird flu. Full contamination alert."

      "Knew it would happen sooner or later." Dorothy turned to pick up the new spool of wire.

      "Except the darker rumor is it's some kind of... They were experimenting with flu and it got out."

      Dorothy shook her head. "And if that's true, should we be turning it into art?"

      "All art is about suffering," Galatea announced. "That is what art is. It acknowledges suffering, embraces it. Makes it easier to bear."

      Dorothy had never wanted to hit the other woman quite so hard. Right now she wanted to punch her lights out. "I make pretty jewelry. I'm not turning something that might kill thousands of people into art." Galatea's work was always tortured, screaming statues, pain. Maybe it said something about her past. Fallibility of technology, carved into stone. There was irony.

      "You need to grow up, Dorothy."

      "You need to leave. Come back and I'll call the cops for trespassing." The threat felt good, like something she could do, should do. She should have done it years ago. Galatea arched an eyebrow and flounced — no other word for it — from the studio.

      Dorothy let out a breath she had not known she was holding. Thank goodness she was gone. Bird flu in Seattle, though...

      Galatea had successfully wrecked her concentration. Going into town was out of the question, but so was trying to work. She made her way into the house and over to their one computer. Thomas, who sat at one all day, seldom cared to use it. The boys were not allowed to touch it. They had their gaming consoles, which were not connected to the net. So, most of the time, it was all Dorothy's. She turned on the monitor and started pulling up news sites. Less reliable than the paper, of that she was sure. She seldom trusted the internet. But going into town right now would not happen.

      It was as Galatea had said. Bird flu, or something they were calling bird flu, had caused government officials to shut down the airport in Seattle and quarantine the area. There were no reported deaths. They claimed the quarantine was a simple precaution.

      From the sound of it, it was a pandemic that just made people very sick. Potentially fatal, in the case of the infirm and the very young and old, but something the majority of the population would pass through unscathed. If they were lucky, there would continue to be no deaths. She hoped that was all it was. It was a long way away and at the same time very, very close. Were there any direct flights from Seattle to Raleigh? Should she take the boys out of school, just in case? Or should she ignore it? How much would people be panicking? No deaths reported. Could they even assume that was true? The crazy survivalists would be buying extra cases of ammo right about now.

      She frowned and stepped back out into the studio. Yes, if they needed them, they had bullets and cartridges. Could she shoot a man? The virus would probably not come here, but she was as prepared as she was able to be.

      If it was just nasty flu that put people in bed, weak, struggling to do anything but feed themselves, there was no need to worry anyway. No need to panic. Then why did she feel panic rising? Because she had kids. The flu could kill kids even if it didn't finish off adults. Yeah. Maybe she should take them out of school. Maybe the government would close the schools, but if they hadn't given any kind of warning here, they must think it was contained.

      She stood there staring at the guns. The government had to think it was contained...but was it?

      She had no clue.

      
        
        -#-

      

      

      The next day dawned drizzly and miserable. Reluctantly, she sent the boys to school. The morning paper held no indication that the virus had made its way to the Carolinas. The authorities claimed it was contained in Seattle.

      Dorothy was not sure she believed the authorities. She was not sure what she believed any more. She had spent the morning cleaning, pulling out the first aid kit. Masks. If it came here, they would need masks. Food. Canned food, enough for a few weeks, in case they decided to just stay at home. And, just in case, ammunition. She presumed Thomas' gun was in the car. Maybe he was keeping it on him.

      She was not sure what to do. Sit quiet, ride it out: that was how one always dealt with such emergencies. They passed, like storms. The gas riots two years ago had been like that. Los Angeles had burned, so much damage, some people killed, but mostly just damage, houses and offices turned into shells that were now being rebuilt.

      Working in the studio was out of the question - she was too worried about the kids. Dorothy remembered how afraid she had been on both of their first days. She had been afraid that she would lose some part of them. Afraid that they would be bullied, or taught things she had to later unteach.

      Recently she had relaxed; nothing bad had happened. School shootings simply did not happen anymore, since administrators had changed how they did things. Counselors had targeted the unhappy, given those kids an outlet other than violence, and it had worked. It had taken years to come up with the right course of action, but it had worked. All the high school kids seemed happier now. Her kids enjoyed school, looked forward to it more than she remembered doing so herself.

      She made sure her kids played with their friends, too, after school. The boys were not going to turn into video game couch potatoes. Mothers had to be strict on such things, especially if she baked them cookies and made all the nice things her mother had made for her. Mothers were supposed to bake cookies, not work.

      She glanced towards the studio. No, that was not work, it was what she did to fill the hours when the children were at school. Right now, she couldn’t even concentrate on that, not when she kept envisioning sickness and violence and people in hospital, lying on lines and lines of beds. That was what the word quarantine meant to her. It meant lines of beds. It meant isolation, imprisonment.

      She shivered, remembering when she had come down with mono and had to be so careful not to give it to anyone else. This would be worse. She should not have sent the boys to school. Yet, there was no evidence of danger. "You worry too much," she told herself out loud.

      Through the window, she saw Galatea Crow knocking on the studio door. She stepped back, out of the woman's line of sight. Let Galatea think she was not home so she would take her gossip somewhere else. Dorothy did not want the gossip, nor did she want what she still suspected the other woman really wanted — some sweaty coupling, a Sapphist kiss. Dorothy wasn't interested in an affair with a man, let alone another woman.

      Ignore Galatea. Ignore her and she will go away.

      Galatea, though, was getting more and more frantic. Did she need actual help? The woman's bicycle (she cycled everywhere) leaned against the front fence. Maybe it had a flat?

      With a sigh, Dorothy realized she could not ignore her. She braved the door, stepping out into the grey rain. "Over here. What's wrong? Got a flat?"

      "No. I think I sprained my ankle. It hurts too much to ride."

      "Okay. I'll give you a lift." Dorothy was not going to leave anyone, no matter how annoying, to limp home in the rain. The weather had turned from a faint drizzle to actual rain.

      "Thanks. I know..."

      "Look. I just don't want to be disturbed when I'm working. You chased a perfectly good idea right out of my head. I'm also not interested."

      Galatea arched an eyebrow. "But perceptive."

      "Perceptive but straight and married. Go find some college student to seduce." Which was probably unfair, but it was better than her father, who would have left Galatea to limp in the rain, had he known what she knew. As it was, she did not want to touch her.

      "I prefer…" Galatea laughed a bit, "some maturity."

      "If I give you a lift, will you leave me alone?" Dorothy knew she was pressuring Galatea. She also knew Galatea would likely say yes then go right back to flirting with her.

      "I'll try. Your husband is very lucky, though."

      Dorothy, who did not think of herself as that attractive, shook her head. "Come on. We'll strap your bike to the roof."

      Silence flowed between them, awkward. The road moved past under the wheels, and Dorothy concentrated entirely on driving.

      Galatea broke into the quiet with, "Any more news on the latest disaster to befall mankind?"

      "They claim it's contained."

      She snorted. "I'll bet you a piece of work it's not."

      "Done," Dorothy said. Despite not wanting Galatea sexually, she had a piece that would look very good on her. If Dorothy lost, it would still be good advertising.

      "I doubt they got the door closed in time." Galatea shook her head. "Quarantine has to be quick."

      "They're saying no deaths, at least."

      "Yet. Of course, we'd probably be able to treat the Spanish flu better these days. We know a lot more than we used to." Galatea sounded more hopeful than Dorothy felt.

      "I don't know much about that one."

      "Just a horrible, horrible strain of flu. Killed off a lot of guys who came through World War I unscathed. Liked to kill healthy adults and leave the kids fine. Weird one." Galatea shook her head.

      "But still flu." It did sound like a good comparison, though.

      "Flu sucks," Galatea said, her tone quiet. "Assuming it is flu."

      "SARS?" Dorothy suggested, shivering.

      "SARS isn't that bad. It's not as contagious as influenza."

      "You are a fount of knowledge." Now things were out in the open between them, Dorothy felt more relaxed. Galatea knew she was not at all interested and could therefore be trusted to treat her as just another woman, not a potential conquest…she hoped.

      "I've been reading up on it, just to work out whether I should stay put or go hide on a commune somewhere." The admission was quiet, Galatea now staring out of the window.

      "I have a bolt hole," Dorothy admitted.

      "Your brother, right? That might be enough. Depends on how contagious this thing really is."

      "It hasn't killed anyone yet." That thought made her feel better, but not much.

      "Yet. The biggest risk with flu is secondaries. If people die, it'll probably be from pneumonia."

      "Cheery thought."

      She drove Galatea home, and helped her wrap her ankle, no longer afraid to touch her or be touched by her. It occurred to her that peace was a good thing. Peace with one's friends, with the world.

      Even if it was going to hell.

      
        
        -#-

      

      

      Some people called Los Angeles a suburb of hell. The government closed down that city, too. And Portland. As if the contagion was being blown down the coast.

      Perhaps the Rockies were a barrier. Perhaps this “flu” would stay that side and burn itself out.

      The TV blared with some preacher's take on the virus: "This is what happens to the nest of iniquity. The actors! The homosexuals!" His voice was gravel.

      Dorothy changed the channel. She did not want to listen to a preacher rant right now. It was not the gays’ fault that there was flu in Los Angeles.

      The news channels weren’t showing any images from the west coast, official or otherwise.

      The boys were playing with their consoles. Thomas was wrapped in a book, his nose buried in physical pages. They were distracting themselves, she knew, just as she needed to.

      She slipped out of the room to check the computer. No matter what the quarantine, somebody would have smuggled images out. She had a sudden urge to see what was going on, to know a little more.

      She found images that would haunt her for the rest of her life.

      Image: a hospital ward full of people chained to their beds.

      Image: a riot at the foot of Seattle's Space Needle, with the police firing tear gas into an oncoming crowd. The faces in the crowd were oddly blank.

      Image: a man in a street that could be almost any American city. He had a gun in his hand and was looking down at a body with a look of utter sorrow on his face.

      Image: a child, looking at the camera. With this one, there was sound. She babbled nonsense, a serious look on her twelve-year-old face.

      Dorothy’s head sank into her hands, unable to look further.

      It was not the flu. It was something else, something new. Something that turned people violent. It was sweeping the country. A blaze. A fire.

      Maybe they needed a fire, a cleansing, but... she was haunted by the face of that child who spoke nonsense but expected to be understood. Haunted by the blank faces of the crowd.

      There were rumors now that the plague slowly destroyed one's ability to speak. First victims used the wrong words, and then they lost the ability to speak. Finally, their reason fled.

      Somebody, she was not sure who, had given it a name, a name that propagated through the net's underground and then popped up here and there. The name spread like the plague itself.

      They were calling it the Silence.

      That was the effect it had on Dorothy, momentarily stealing her speech. It was spreading. God, it was spreading like fire in a California valley in the dry season.

      In Dorothy’s mind, the face of the child morphed into Junior’s face. That image lingered in the shadows behind her eyes.

      The Silence would not come here; it could not. They...

      ...did not have it contained.

      Image: Japanese women surrounding the cameraman. There was no audio, only the frustration and despair in their eyes, the fear of what might come or what might already have happened.

      This virus could...could what? Maybe these people would recover in a few weeks and be fine. Or maybe everyone was going to die.

      Dorothy could not believe it would be so simple in light of the images she viewed. Fear for her children choked her, nothing else on her mind right now. She decided that the boys were not going to school again until this “Silence” was all over and someone had found a cure for this…whatever it was.

      -#-

      Dorothy was not the first woman to take her children out of school. The boys were full of stories about how half of their classmates were missing when she showed up.

      "But I like school," Junior complained.

      His brother was as silent as ever. Jace did not like to fill silence with unnecessary speech. She recalled how his kindergarten teacher had thought there was something wrong with him because he didn't talk. It had taken time to convince the teacher that it was a case of would-not, not could-not.

      "No. You're staying home." Dorothy thought she might ask Jason if she could take her family to the farm. He had enough food and ammunition stockpiled to last a good while. They could move the entire family there and sit this one out.

      All over the continent, she knew people were making the same calculations. The cities were probably emptying in panic. She would not allow herself to panic. In fact, she was proud of how calm she had managed to keep herself. She had her emotions gathered and controlled, at least when anyone else was around.

      Dorothy had to be the strong anchor; it would not be Thomas. Without his job, he would lose much of his identity. Could he telecommute from the farm? Would he have to quit? The thought chilled her. He would hate his life if he did, and he would probably take it out on her. He would be impossible to live with. However, he would be alive, and that mattered more than his happiness. She had to do what was right for the family, and she knew what that was...Thomas would not like it, but it was what had to happen if they were to live.

      Either he came to the farm and stopped commuting into town or he stayed at home on his own. Never before in her marriage had she laid down the law about anything. The woman was not supposed to do so except in matters pertaining to the kitchen. Besides, she had never really needed to lay down the law before. Her husband was as willing to defer to her on women's matters as she was to defer to him on men's. This was a woman's matter: the safety of the children, her safety, and his safety.

      For now she drove the boys home. Thomas was not yet back, and she feared for a moment. Only for a moment. The plague was not yet here. It might not even come, except that she could not believe that. Could not cling to that hope. She had to plan for the worst. To be prepared for what she feared was inevitable.

      Her children caught on to her tension, and Junior was as silent as his laconic brother. Neither of them seemed to want to break the quiet that shrouded the house. Jace found a book and vanished into it, a miniature version of his father.

      Junior just stared out the window. Finally he asked, "Are people going to get sick?"

      "I hope not. It might not be able to spread this far." She was not going to shelter him, but nor was she showing him those pictures. She'd password locked the computer, just to be sure.

      "I don't want anyone to get sick."

      She wanted to hug him for that wording, so much less selfish than most boys would have used. Anyone. Not himself, not herself. "I know, Junior."

      "Especially not you and dad."

      And maybe a touch of childhood immortality. These things never happened to boys. Dorothy knew what was going through his head, that this would never happen to Jace. She'd seen that before. Some boys never lost that sense, stayed that way as men. Those were the ones who became soldiers and firemen.

      That women became soldiers and firemen was to her a pure, historical anomaly; a break in the pattern that would resolve itself with time.

      "We'll be fine," she assured him. The lie came easily, as much to herself as to them. In truth, she did not know anything. She thought she would be fine. "We might be going to Uncle Jason's."

      "Why?"

      She kept her explanation simple. "So we don't have to go into town to buy food."

      "Because people in town will be sick."

      "Maybe." Dorothy sighed a bit and looked past him out the window. "It's okay, you know. There have been worse disasters. People are resilient."

      Humans survived, no matter what. She ignored the fact that civilizations had collapsed before. Or perhaps she simply did not accept the possibility of a collapse of civilization into her picture of the world. She knew about Rome, but to her it was columns and false gods, the reality that empires could fall impinging only on the very edges of her thoughts.
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      Night was silent and sleep was not coming. Dorothy was normally one who rose from the dead each morning. Now she lay still, Thomas' even breathing next to her.

      Would she give up on sleep and get up? You were supposed to get up and do something to make yourself more tired when you had insomnia. But she did not want to move, did not want to risk waking Thomas or the boys.

      Somewhere in the middle distance a dog started to howl, its voice going through several modulated notes. The unmistakable sound went on and on and on. Normally, she would have slept through it. Tonight it was the last straw. She got up slowly, sighing a little as she found her house robe in the dark and pulled it on over her nightshirt.

      Stepping out of the room in bare feet, she felt keenly aware of everything. She navigated her way through the house and finally stepped into the little den and booted up the computer. She knew it was a bad idea to court knowledge of the outside world. After all, that was what was keeping her awake in the first place. Her morbid curiosity drew her on.

      "For the sake of sweet kittens."  She was angry enough with herself to swear out loud, but the self-censorship was automatic.  But something stronger was certainly warranted. The disease had started to spread into Texas, the plains, and the Midwest. It was growing exponentially and in its wake was a darkness both literal and metaphorical. No news came out of the stricken areas except those occasional, haunting images.

      One scientist estimated the immunity rate at ten percent. The media now knew the progress of the disease. First confusion, then aphasia, then the victims stopped talking altogether. Finally, they became violent. It was like the zombie apocalypses that had been popular in fiction a few years ago...except the zombies didn’t die first.

      There was a rumor that the disease destroyed the brain, rendered the person mindless, killed them while leaving the body alive. If that was the case, then victims were zombies in truth. She shuddered. And she prayed, something she was often bad at keeping up with.

      Besides, where was God in this? Was He letting this happen? Causing it? In her mind, neither was appropriate behavior for a supreme being. A supreme being was supposed to be...well...benevolent, paternal, somebody you turned to in your hour of need.

      Either God was not good or He was not omnipotent. It was something she had thought about before, but now, looking at the map somebody had posted of the disease's spread, it became confirmed in her mind.

      And perhaps He could not be omnipotent, or Satan would not exist. Evil and an omnipotent God did not go together.

      That left her with only one thing to trust in: her family. Family was the only thing that could support one through insanity, through darkness and death. But this
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