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      When Helen M. Dawson daydreamed, it was always about being a hero. Not the superhero kind, with a cape—that wasn’t the right sort of dream for a practical person like Helen—but the kind who had money. As soon as she learned the meaning of the word philanthropist, that was what she wanted to be when she grew up. To have the luxury of generosity.

      Such a state seemed—not mythical, for other people possessed it—but unattainable. She never had a friend who was wealthy. And as she got older, things got worse. The rich got richer, the poor got poorer.

      Inflation stagnated, but so did wages. Environmental refugees heading north swelled the US population, Congress swept aside the remnants of the safety net like strands of a rotten cobweb, and the Supreme Court gutted the bankruptcy codes and allowed imprisonment for default on debts for the first time in two hundred years. The glitterati climbed ever higher and pulled the ladder up after them. By the 2040s, even the lowest rung looked unreachable.

      But still Helen dreamed.

      When she grew up, she daydreamed on her daily commute to work. She would have done so anyway, but the dreams let her cope with the world that she saw outside her car windows, especially the throngs of homeless and impoverished people begging on the sidewalks and medians.

      One time, while she was still young enough to be naive, she was stopping at a light when a man in a dirty white shirt leaped in front of her car. There was a thump, and blood splashed up over the hood onto the windshield. From under the car, he screamed hoarsely and begged for help.

      She got out of her car, stunned and sick.

      The man cradled red-soaked arms tightly in his lap, sobbing. He wouldn’t let her see. “Just give me some money to go to the doctor,” he pleaded. “A hundred dollars, something. Please!”

      While impatient drivers honked their horns and shouted behind her, she used her smartphone—it was that long ago—to transfer two hundred dollars to his phone. Then he struggled to his feet and disappeared into the press of the crowd.

      She went into work shaken, horrified, afraid that he would call the police, press charges, sue. But when she told the story to her coworkers, they told her that she’d been scammed. The blood was fake. The man was fine.

      She was dismayed, but by the end of the day, she convinced herself that everyone had to make a living somehow, and that was how he made his. It was a difficult world. A difficult time. She didn’t have two hundred dollars to spare, of course—no one she knew did—but that was life.

      Then, somehow, twenty years went by, all of them spent working in the nonprofit world, all of them spent striving to help. Twenty years of discovering how pointless it could be. Some people didn’t want to be helped, and others couldn’t be.

      She saw coworkers turn jaded and cold. But for Helen, twenty years of being confronted with reality only strengthened her commitment. If it was easy, it wouldn’t be heroic.

      So she daydreamed. She fantasized about having so much money that the next time someone leapt in front of her car and pretended to be hurt, she could just go out there and help him up. “It’s okay,” she could tell him. “I know you’re having a tough time. How much do you need to make it through this week?”

      And she could give him the money. He’d be amazed. He’d give her a God bless you and run off into the crowd before she could change her mind.

      At times, she sensed hints of ego in these daydreams, wanting to be the one who helped. She thought about that a lot, because it was important to her. She didn’t want it to be about ego. Even if maybe it was, a little tiny bit.
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      Helen had not fallen asleep in eight days.

      She waited with a hundred other people at the diagnostic machines at Florida Hospital Orlando, in lines that snaked through the dingy, unclean room. Two hours passed while she waited for the MDRI machine, and then an hour and a half while she waited for the DCAT machine.

      Not that it mattered. The heavy, suffocating fatigue rendered time a meaningless blur.

      Three weeks ago, she’d noticed only routine sleeplessness plus some odd muscle spasms. But every over-the-counter medication had failed to help her sleep. And then came the heart palpitations. And the anxiety.

      And then her pupils permanently shrank to tiny pinpoints.

      Every time she caught sight of those unnatural eyes in a mirror, her stomach did a slow flip of misery and fear. They whispered to her that this wasn’t ordinary insomnia, but something new and malevolent.

      She knew from some news article years ago that people subjected to intense sleep deprivation, such as military recruits, would fall asleep within seconds once given the chance. They suffered intense sleepiness. Helen was unutterably, unendurably tired, but falling asleep was no longer a possibility. It was like the part of her brain that governed such things had simply ceased to function.

      Instead, she felt wakeful, restless—even driven. She couldn’t keep her eyes closed for longer than a moment—but neither could she hold them open for long. Open for an instant…closed for a moment… open again… closed again… a pattern without ceasing for eight days, in relentless purgatory.

      The fatigue was a heavy gray blanket over her, weighing down her limbs and dulling all her senses. Her mental state was one drawn-out and drowning plea for release: God, let me sleep. Just let me sleep.

      Helen had arrived at the dark, outdated ER just after lunch, knowing how long the wait for the diagnostic machines would be and hoping others had come in the early morning.

      Signs directed incoming patients to the triage kiosks. At Helen’s kiosk, the programmed hologram, a female with glasses and brunette hair in a bun, blinked in and out of functionality, but her speech was unnecessary anyway. Everyone already knew what she would say: that emergency rooms in public hospitals like this one were obligated to provide emergency care to indigent applicants, but only if they might die without it. The holograms invited those who weren’t that sick yet to return once they were.

      They left unsaid the fact that, given the overpopulation and the shortage of health care workers, indigent applicants who qualified for care might still die before they received it. Whereas the ultrawealthy went to private clinics that offered immediate care for every sniffle and cough. There was nothing between the two extremes.

      As the brunette woman directed, Helen pressed a finger in the hollow of the triage kiosk for a pinprick blood draw, then typed her symptoms on a worn keyboard: Severe insomnia. Heart palpitations. Drowsiness and fatigue. Anxiety. Constricted pupils. Muscle spasms.

      Moments later, the machine informed Helen, in erratic and indifferent tones, that she qualified for emergency care, and relief warred with a hollow fear that grew in Helen’s stomach.

      Now, three and a half hours later, the soft programmed voices emitting from the diagnostic machines blended with the news coming from the monitors hung at regular intervals, many of the screens not working or with half their pixels burned out.

      Helen’s heart pounded in her ears and chest, as it had for days now.

      She double-checked her e-paper—the new version of what they used to call a smartphone. The ultra-thin, hard, plastic-infused glass unfolded along pre-determined lines and snapped into place in the desired size of the moment.

      Currently, it was at memo pad size, and when Helen pressed the button on the edge to wake it up, it read, “DCAT machine A.” An electronic diamond code appeared next. The diagnostic machine would read the code and apply the proper screening.

      As she waited, a reporter from LSTV spoke from a monitor just above Helen’s head. Something about the continually encroaching sea coasts. The city of Houston was pushing an initiative to relocate its eastern half. Galveston and New Orleans and a hundred smaller cities were already lost to the sea.

      Helen unfolded her e-paper to paperback size and tried to read a book she’d checked out from the library.

      She realized soon that she was reading the same page over and over, none of the words sinking in. She turned the device off.

      The line inched forward. At long last, only four people stood between Helen and the DCAT machine. A large ring extended from a pedestal. It split in the center and opened to release its latest victim.

      Most of the people in line were on their Earworms—tiny wearable internet devices. A stem fit along the temple, counterweighted behind the ear with a built-in speaker, and a crystal at the tip projected holographic images directly into the pupil. They were among the more expensive gadgets, and Helen had saved up for two years to get one for her daughter, Mandy.

      Thinking about her eighteen-year-old daughter made Helen’s stomach clench with anxiety. She couldn’t afford to be seriously ill. She needed to be there to help her daughter finish out her retail management job training program and find work—and above all, help her avoid debt that could get her imprisoned.

      The person in front of her stepped into the DCAT ring. Helen’s heartbeat jumped up again. The diagnostic process frightened her. What if it was bad news? Or, worse, what if they couldn’t help her? God, that was a horrible thought.

      She shifted her purse to the other shoulder. She folded her e-paper to notepad size and it automatically flipped to her notes. She had a to-do item written down: Dog food. She needed to get dog food when she got done here.

      Anger tempted, but she was just too tired. This was a recurring fight with her daughter: Mandy was supposed to be responsible for the short, stout, blond mutt, and yet Helen always ended up buying and setting out the dog food.

      It was Helen’s turn at the machine. Whether she wanted it to be or not.

      She stepped up to the screen and scanned the diamond code on her slip of paper.

      “It’s a brain scan for Helen M. Dawson,” said the avatar—a blonde woman this time. “Is that correct?”

      “Yes,” Helen said, probably louder than was necessary.

      The ring split and opened and Helen stepped in.

      A bright light came on and some interior part of the machine whirred and spun around her. Something buzzed inside the lower parts of the machine.

      Then it stopped. The machine’s ring lowered and opened. Helen stepped out and looked for the report machine.

      In line there, she fought to keep her burning, exhausted eyes open. Or maybe she fought to keep them closed. Who could tell anymore.

      “Results for Dawson, Helen.”

      Her eyes flew open and she stepped up to the kiosk. She tapped the Accept button and the machine spat out a short piece of paper. She read it as she walked back toward the stairs.

      
        
        Sporadic fatal insomnia (sFI). No treatment modalities with statistical improvement of mortality available at this time. Based on degeneration of thalamus, prognosis three to six months. Go to pharma machine and scan diamond codes to request medications.

        

      

      She stopped her feet from moving toward the stairs.

      Sporadic fatal insomnia? That didn’t even sound real. It sounded like a joke. And fatal? How could insomnia possibly be fatal?

      Three to six months?

      She felt as if someone had punched her hard in the stomach.

      She got out her e-paper, snapped it into half-sheet size, and took a snapshot of the words to search on. The first result was scientific.

      
        
        Sporadic Fatal Insomnia. Extremely rare and invariably fatal neurodegenerative disease characterized by the accumulation of a misfolded prion protein in brain matter. One of the least common human prion diseases. Characterized by disrupted sleep and dsyfunction in motor functioning and autonomic responses.

        

      

      Invariably fatal.

      Her heart beat so hard she could feel it in her lips.

      A site written for the layperson spelled out her doom in plain language:

      
        
        The first sign of this exceedingly rare disease is a loss of the ability to fall asleep. The patient’s automatic body systems become unregulated, resulting in pinprick pupils, digestive difficulties, fevers, and a racing heart rate, as well as difficulty speaking, swallowing, and controlling bodily movements. The disease progresses over a period of months to stupor and dementia, followed by coma and death. There is no cure.

        

      

      Helen’s stomach roiled. She held her hand over her mouth. Tears sprang to her eyes. On a visceral level, her body rejected this information even as her mind registered yes, this fits my symptoms exactly. This is what I have. This is how I will die.

      As people finishing their scans jostled her to the side, she wiped her eyes with violently shaking hands and read the last paragraph again and again.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      She looked again at the strip of paper in her hand, as if it held her salvation.

      Go to pharma machine, it said.

      She read the sign on the wall next to her. The pharma machines were back on the first floor.

      She put her e-paper away and threaded her way through the ever-present crowds, down the dim hallways where the LED lights were partially burned out. Down the stairs—the elevators never worked.

      Her burning eyes were filled with tears. She blinked back the blur.

      The pharma machines were tucked deep inside the dark, dingy little drugstore. Only one of the machines worked, and the line for it extended deep into the hospital’s lobby, where late afternoon sun fought to penetrate grimy windows and where the homeless in gray, stained clothes slept or lounged on every bench and the carpeted floor.

      The air conditioning was failing against the heat and humidity of central Florida, or maybe it was the fevers the website had listed as a symptom. People stood wall to wall here, as everywhere, and Helen felt claustrophobic. Her heart rate would not settle down.

      No treatment modalities with statistical improvement of mortality available at this time.

      Why had they written it that way? Anger surged at the nameless, faceless people who’d written that text. Helen was a bookworm with an above-average vocabulary. But that wasn’t the norm. How cruel was it to give people this news in words they couldn’t even understand?

      At length, her turn at the machine came. She scanned the three diamond codes. The machine clunked and whirred. Three pill bottles shot down into the dispensary bowl and another slip of paper jutted from the machine. She took everything and moved to a corner of the drugstore to look at what she’d received.

      She read the text for the first drug:

      
        
        This medication has been prescribed to provoke sleep in patients unresponsive to over-the-counter sleep aids. Sleep will be immediate and profound. Do not take this medication except while in bed in safe surroundings.

        

      

      Thank God. Tonight, she would sleep.

      It sounded like bliss. Like heaven.

      The second drug said only, “This medication has been prescribed to improve wakefulness.”

      One drug to sleep, one drug to wake up. She put the two bags into her purse, armed now against her disease.

      The third bottle held a single black pill.

      The sight of it took her breath. Then heat surged in her chest and rose to her forehead, bringing out beads of sweat she wiped away with shaking hands.

      She knew what this was. Only one pill was black. The assisted suicide pill, legal for fifteen years.

      The final act of millions of people was to take one of these. Sometimes, you’d find them sprawled on the streets, still clutching the pill bottle.

      A few years ago, a coworker of Helen’s had taken his at his desk, just after lunch on a Monday. Another time, on a business trip to Atlanta, Helen had called for an automated taxi, and when she opened the door of the passenger compartment, a young, slender, blonde woman had fallen sideways out of the car, her empty medicine bottle spilling out of her hand and onto the pavement.

      The suicide pill was the answer to the overloaded medical system. It was the answer to poverty, to debtor’s prisons, to unrelenting misery, to overpopulation and the psychological isolation it ironically bred. It was the answer to every difficult question.

      Helen looked at the slip of paper that had come with the black pill. It began with words that were well-known and often lampooned:

      
        
        For termination of life. For the use of the specified patient. You have been prescribed this medication following a diagnosis for a condition for which there can be no recovery.

        

      

      Tears swam in her vision and she wiped them away. The news was beginning to sink in, and she didn’t want it to. She didn’t want that swallowed-down feeling of newly knowing something awful.

      What about Mandy? Who was going to take care of Mandy?

      She read on:

      
        
        Be advised that this pill terminates life within seconds. Death will be painless. Please notify your next of kin before taking the medication. Please check in at your local crematory before taking the medication. Be advised that this medication is irreversible. You may choose to take your medication as soon as is convenient to minimize potential discomfort. Based upon your diagnosis and prognosis, we recommend you take this medication in no more than forty-five days.

        

      

      Forty-five days.

      It was another punch to the gut.

      How could she prepare Mandy to live on her own in forty-five days?

      She looked around her as if for help, as if someone might rescue her from this new reality.

      She recognized suddenly the paper sign that was taped to the wall exactly where she had drifted to the side to make room for the next person at the pharma machine. It said, “Please DO NOT take life termination pills here. A crematory is down the hall in Wing D.”

      How many people had decided that the best way to deal with their diagnosis was to go ahead and check out right this very moment, before they started thinking about it, before they got scared? How often had the staff at the drugstore had to call the morgue to take away the bodies? Apparently, a lot, to bother to put up a sign.

      Suddenly she realized how precious this one pill would be to her in the coming days. With dementia looming… The one certainty she had at this moment was that she did not want to face the end of this disease process without this pill. Thank God she had it. She clutched it to her chest.

      Then, as quickly, fear overtook her. What if she lost it? This one pill ensured she could die without suffering and without being a burden to her daughter. One tiny pill—far too easy to lose.

      She went to the girl at the counter. “I just got a life termination pill, but I’m worried that I might lose it, and—”

      The girl pointed to a worn, curling sign taped to a stand on the counter: “Life termination pills can be replaced after a twenty-four-hour waiting period. Request the replacement at the pharma machine.”

      Helen nodded her understanding and backed away from the counter, still clutching the black pill in its plastic bottle.

      She looked around at the dozens of people who still stood in line at the functioning machines, the half-dozen people wandering the aisles of the drugstore, the homeless resting on the benches and floor. Could any of those people look at her and know all that she had just learned? Of course not. She was perfectly calm. It was one of Helen’s strengths to be calm in the face of a crisis.

      Did this drugstore carry dog food?

      She tucked the pill bottle into her purse alongside the other two and went up and down the aisles. The signs and labels passed before her eyes without meaning. She made three passes before she found the pet food section. She scanned the bag of dog food with her e-paper and walked out with it.

      The sky was dark now, and it was raining hard, as it did nearly every day during the rainy season. She used the dog food bag as a makeshift umbrella as she trudged through the crowds over to the parking garage.

      Here, by the hospital, where visitors had mortality and sympathy on their minds, beggars threw themselves aggressively on the path, nearly tripping their targets. As always, Helen muttered, “Sorry, I can’t,” and watched them for signs of potential violence as she passed the gauntlet.

      This time, she hardly saw them through the opaque fabric of fatigue and devastating truth.

      She was going to die.

      She was going to get worse and worse until she couldn’t bear it anymore, and then she was going to take a black pill and die. Within forty-five days.

      Out of the rain, up the four floors of the parking garage, to her car, the ancient light blue Ford, a luxury purchase she and David had indulged in during their brief flush period before they had Mandy. She kicked the door in the right spot to make the door handle work and yanked it open. The door was massively dented, and David’s attempt to repaint it with poorly matched spray paint left it an eyesore, and duct tape held the quarter glass window in place. But it was old enough to be grandfathered out of the laws against human-driven cars.

      She threw in the dog food, climbed in, hit the ignition button, and started toward home.

      It had been raining hard while she’d been inside. Since climate change had taken hold, flooding threatened from May through September, and it was early May now. She noted how high the water rose against the car tires in the streets and judged that she’d make it home okay.

      The world had been tilted on its axis ever since she stopped sleeping. The volume was lowered on its colors and scents. She looked around at every detail, searching for new relevance or meaning, and found nothing. The thick blanket of insomnia muted it all.

      The people who passed by in a steady stream under their umbrellas… how many of them were sick like her? How many carried a black pill in a bottle?

      She craned her neck to see the sky. Just blackness behind the light pollution of the city of ten million. The street lamps made halos in the mist.

      News came through the radio.

      “Hundreds of rioters have struck at the headquarters of Unistar Oil in Orlando after it announced record profits and a fifty-percent increase in executive pay Tuesday, followed by its fifth round of layoffs in six months. Fourteen are dead so far, ten of them rioters and four of them Unistar employees. It is the third such riot in Orlando this month.

      “Violent crime is up nationwide by a margin of twelve percent over last year. It has increased eighty percent over five years ago, and two hundred and twelve percent over ten years ago.

      “One of the colonists to the American Mars colony has died of complications following a case of pneumonia. The next planned delivery of colonists has been postponed for now.”

      The two small moon colonies—test colonies started five years ago—were doing well enough, Helen recalled. They’d sent only prisoners, most of them debtors. The government had thought it prudent to send disposable humans.

      The Mars tickets, on the other hand, were prized and outrageously expensive. The waiting list was thousands of people long—most of them millionaires. All the riots and protests demanding a lottery system for tickets had come to nothing. Many believed that the Entitled would take their wealth and leave the mobs of poor behind to rot. And who could blame them? Who would still want to live on planet Earth?

      She turned off the radio.

      Evening rush hour was in full swing. Sometimes she thought it never ended.

      Her mind was detached. Floating around somewhere up in the sky, swirling down with the rain, caught in the halo of a street lamp. It wouldn’t land.

      She just needed to get the dog food home. That was concrete. She could do that.

      From one parking garage to another. Everything was built up and up these days in an effort to handle the burgeoning population.

      Because of the relentless Florida humidity, the hallway leading to her apartment always smelled of mildew. She pushed the key into the lock and shoved the door open, then closed it behind her and locked the three one-sided deadbolts.

      When she turned, the minuscule kitchen was immediately to her right and the tiny living area was in front of her, with worn furniture all rented as a matching package: a loveseat, an armchair, a standing lamp, and one side table, along with two large photos of New York City alight at night, which Mandy chose.

      On the dingy white wall to her left was a two-person dining table, then a door that opened to the shared bedroom and half-tub bathroom. Plastic shelves with buckling plastic drawers lined the walls, holding everything else they owned.

      Mandy, her eighteen-year-old daughter, sat on the loveseat, chubby legs bent under her body. Blue hair plumed proudly a foot above her head, with thick blue tendrils coming down alongside her temples and jawbones and caressing her round yet delicate face. Black lipstick contrasted with her pale skin, and a silver ornament encircled the bottom lip. A dozen silver bracelets glinted at her wrists, and a dozen or so necklaces obscured the band name on her black T-shirt.

      As always, Mandy's clamshell rested on her lap and her Earworm clung to her ear. Helen couldn't fathom how anyone could use two computers at once.

      Her daughter didn’t even look at her.

      It was always like this.

      Every day.

      Just the way David had been, after a while. Four beers down his throat and the evening spent locked away inside his Earworm.

      Emotion awakened, even through the haze of fatigue. Anger. Resentment. Above all, fear for her daughter’s future. Mandy was about to have to live by herself, on her own, and if she couldn’t even manage to buy dog food…

      As the stout, blond dog, Jessie, raced to leap at her knees, Helen slammed her purse, umbrella, and keys down on the tiny dining table. Don’t do this. Don’t be angry.

      Her daughter finally looked over.

      “Did you get dog food like I asked?” Helen snapped. “Did you?” Stop it. Stop this. The dog jumped up at her. “I have asked you every day this week. Every single day, Mandy!” She couldn’t make the words stop running out of her mouth. “And then I told you he was out of food last night!”

      Mandy stared, her face blank.

      “You still didn’t do it, did you?” Helen’s anger and panic soared into an entirely irrational height. This wasn’t her—maybe it was the insomnia, or maybe the disease… or maybe just the fear for her daughter.

      She threw the bag of dog food onto the dining table. “I knew you wouldn’t. That’s why I got it. Because if it were up to you, Jessie would die. Because you are irresponsible!”

      She slammed her hand on the dog food. Jessie backpedaled, confused and alarmed.

      Mandy’s mouth opened in protest.

      “You have got to get your crap together, Mandy. Get it together!”

      “God! You’re such an asshole!” Mandy pulled herself off the loveseat and dashed into their shared bedroom—a trip of three steps—and slammed the door behind her.

      Helen moved automatically into the kitchen, the bag of dog food in her trembling hands. The anger drifted and faded into the blur of fatigue. I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have hurt her. Yelling at her doesn’t help. It never helps.

      She crouched on the floor, opened the dog food, and poured some into Jessie’s bowl. The dog dug in eagerly, the drama between his humans forgotten.

      She sank to her knees and petted the dog mechanically, tears brimming at her closed eyelids. Otherwise, she didn’t feel anything. The world had grown hollow.
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      The previous night, Helen went into their shared bedroom—a curtain divided the tiny room in half, with Mandy in the back—and found the bottle of the new sleeping pills. She dubiously reread the slip of paper that described its effects as “immediate and profound” and took a dose while she was still dressed and standing by her bed.

      The slip of paper was right.

      She collapsed to the floor as heavy darkness claimed her with such finality, her last thought was that she had accidentally taken the black pill.

      But then… the awful waking up.

      At the end of sleep—or perhaps at the beginning of wakefulness—cold, white, clammy, eyeless forms reached out of the ground to drag her down into it. She tried to fight with limbs that wouldn’t move, and she struggled to scream for help with lungs that could barely draw breath.

      Whether dreams or hallucinations, they finally passed, and she came to consciousness gasping and clawing at her bedroom door. A drugged, heavy feeling pulled her down like weights would drag a body toward an ocean floor.

      She silenced herself, as she didn’t want to wake Mandy on the other side of the curtain, and dragged herself back to her bedside table to find the other pills—the waking pills. She took one and sagged onto the floor in the fetal position. Twenty minutes passed, and then she began to feel something like her old self. The self that used to sleep.

      The heaviness fell away.

      She went to the living room and pulled back the curtains in front of their narrow floor-to-ceiling window. Blue sky. White clouds. They were beautiful and vibrant.

      She could feel again. In fact, she thought she felt more intensely than before. Perceived more vividly than before.

      Her heart rate escalated, then escalated again. She held onto the curtains as if they would hold her down as she went buoyant and flew out into the sky.

      What a roller coaster ride this was.

      Her alarm went off, and she hurried back to the bedroom to shut it off. It was time to go to work.

      She laughed quietly as she changed clothes. Why was she going to work? And yet she was. It was a weekday. She would go to work.

      Maybe she was in denial. She remembered her diagnosis full well, and yet the greater part of her didn’t believe it.

      She picked up her purse and saw, still tucked into it, the bottle that held the black pill. It was too important to leave it sitting in her purse like that.

      The locket. One of the few gifts David gave her before the divorce—and before he died suddenly three years ago from a heart attack.

      She found the pretty silver locket, along with her wedding ring, under her underclothes in her top dresser drawer. She looked at both artifacts of old, lost love, and the familiar waves of grief and guilt came over her. She’d earnestly tried, with David.

      Divorce was the executioner of dreams.

      She tried putting the black pill into the silver locket and found that it fit neatly. She slipped the chain over her neck and tucked the locket under her shirt so Mandy wouldn’t notice it.

      Remembering their fight last night, Helen rapped hesitantly on the wall next to Mandy’s curtain. It was dark and quiet on the other side, and Helen didn’t want to wake her daughter up, but she had to try to make things better somehow.

      Even though it never worked.

      “Mandy?”

      Nothing.

      “I’m sorry about last night,” Helen said. “You were right. I was a jerk. You didn’t deserve what I said.”

      No response.

      Even if Mandy was awake, she wouldn’t answer. Mandy hadn’t forgiven Helen for the divorce. Probably she never would. Mandy had loved her daddy, and Helen had sent him away to die alone.

      An hour of traffic. At least the skies were clear so far. Helen passed slowly from one desolate area of urban wasteland to another. Towering condos, imposing office buildings, much of it under new construction. At one point, Helen turned her head and counted seventeen cranes building high rises. It was all in response to the population pressure after rising sea waters ate away Tampa and Miami and Jacksonville and put the Everglades under the ocean. Climate refugees had flocked to Orlando until the city filled the remaining width of the state.

      Up the elevators to work. The state headquarters of Justice for All, an organization devoted to economic and racial justice. Three rooms crowded with twelve people. Her home for the past eleven years. When she started, they had fifteen rooms and thirty people.

      The small, cluttered break room with bare white walls marked with scrapes and dings. The smell of fresh coffee.

      She poured a cup, then her arm and leg muscles spasmed, and she dropped the mug and nearly fell. She caught herself in one of the hard plastic chairs.

      The spasms passed enough for her to wipe up the spill with paper towels and get another cup of coffee before anyone else came in. She was grateful for that.

      Invariably fatal.

      Amid the sounds of her coworkers placing calls—it was phone banking day—she went to her small, rickety desk, turned on her desk lamp, and unlocked the drawer. She took out her clamshell, the device she grew up calling a laptop.

      First things first. Her practical side, never far away, commanded her to do what needed to be done. She opened up her clamshell, opened a website for creating wills, and filled out the fields.

      Debts—none. When the majority of prisoners were doing time for debts they couldn’t pay, she wouldn’t risk it, not as a single mother. What she couldn’t afford, she lived without, and she lived without a lot.

      Assets. She bit her lip. Old Blue, the Ford. Worth a few hundred dollars at best. She wrote it down.

      She had about eight hundred in her checking account, only because rent hadn’t come out this month yet. She wrote it down anyway.

      Her retirement account—not worth much more than when she’d stopped her contributions twenty years ago. About $5,500. She’d started it before Congress tore away the tax protections that made such accounts relevant and her old employer revoked its matching. No one bothered with these accounts anymore. The ultra-rich didn’t need them.

      Helen couldn’t afford life insurance, and anyway, such policies excluded death by black pill, along with all other forms of suicide.

      There was nothing else, she realized with a stab of anxiety. All the furniture and appliances in the apartment were rented.

      With an inheritance of only a few thousand dollars, Mandy could only get through a couple of months before she would have to get a job. She wouldn’t be financially stable and out of the reach of debt.

      When Helen had still had hope that she could better her and Mandy’s situation someday, it hadn’t seemed so bleak. But now… As she faced the reality that $5,500 and a crap car were all she would ever have to show for her life and all she would have to leave to her child, her stomach flipped and sank.

      She e-signed the document and saved it in her important files, which Mandy knew the password to.

      A sudden thought occurred to her. The news always portrayed Social Security as a meager shadow of its former self, but she logged into the Social Security website anyway to see if Mandy would qualify for survivorship benefits.

      The website called up her work history, and she confirmed it. Then she entered Mandy’s information: A non-minor. Dependent. Enrolled in job training. Sole survivor. No other forms of income.

      The website calculated.

      Available benefit: ninety-seven cents per month.

      Helen felt anger rise, and she let out a long, slow breath. Getting angry never helped.

      But without the anger, only a sense of helplessness remained.

      She looked around her.

      The shabby office with blank, dingy walls. Everyone else just scraping by, same as her, in their thrift-store clothes and home-done haircuts—lucky enough not to live in sleep lockers, but not lucky enough for college tuition or health insurance.

      She closed the files and folders. She would try to lose herself in her work, as she always did. Her work and Mandy were the two things that kept her going. Never mind that both felt like exercises in futility much of the time.

      She reviewed the script and pulled her office phone closer, and her voice joined that of her coworkers.

      “Good morning, I’m calling on behalf of Justice for All. We’re calling today to collect signatures on an important—”

      Click.

      She tapped “Hang-up by recipient” and went to the next number.

      “—collecting signatures on an important measure affecting our community’s children. Did you know—”

      Click.

      She tapped “Hang-up” again and dialed again.

      “—that since public schools can no longer accommodate the number of children we have and children are now permitted to work at the age of fourteen, if a child is neither working nor in school, he or she is subject to arrest for truancy?”

      “Well, fine.” This from a gruff older man. “If a kid isn’t working or in school, they ought to be arrested. What are they doing for society?”

      “With the unemployment rate among young Americans at thirty-eight percent, it’s virtually—”

      “There’s plenty of work to be done for those who want to do it. I’m not signing anything.” Click.

      She looked up at the ceiling—a habitual gesture of frustration, although she realized she didn’t feel frustrated. Perhaps her state of denial and shock was useful for phone banking. It overrode the anger and anxiety.

      “—virtually impossible for children who can’t find space in schools to avoid truancy. Did you know that fifteen percent of the incarcerated are now children as young as fourteen?”

      “Well, what are you proposing to do about it?” This from a lady with a vaguely Asian accent.

      “We’d like to put a referendum on the ballot for the next election that—”

      Derisive laughter. “Nobody votes anymore. Don’t waste your time.” Click.

      “—next election that would make it illegal to put children in prison for nonviolent offenses. It—”

      A middle-aged woman. “Well, where else are you going to put them? If they can’t be in school and can’t find work? They can’t just run around in the streets and make gangs. That’s what they’ll do. They’ll make gangs. Orlando will be even more dangerous than it already is.”

      Helen counted to five. “Do you think a prison is the best place for a child to grow up?”

      Click.

      The anger was making a dent in the denial after all.

      Helen abruptly stood. She didn’t need to use the restroom, but she went there just to get out of her office for a moment.

      She found herself looking at her face in the mirror. She thought about everything she could see on that face. Raising Mandy, David’s depression, the divorce, David’s death, the relentless struggle. Everything showed up in the cast of her lips, the furrow between her eyebrows, the shadows under her eyes, the pallor of her skin. She looked as old as she felt, and she felt old.

      The person in the mirror was going to die.

      Within forty-five days. No, forty-four now.

      It couldn’t be real.

      She pulled out the locket and looked again at the black pill.

      Death will be painless. Please notify your next of kin.

      She had no next of kin except Mandy. Her parents died in a bombing almost twelve years ago, and she had no aunts or uncles or siblings. No one but Mandy.

      She couldn’t fathom telling her daughter yet. Not yet.

      She went back out to her desk and sat down. The next phone number waited for her.

      Forty-four days.

      She sat there while the minutes ticked away, her head tilted as if she could hear them flying past.

      For once in her adult life, she couldn’t seem to make herself do what needed to be done next.

      You may choose to take your medication as soon as is convenient to minimize potential discomfort.

      Her officemate across the way, a young slip of a girl named Julie, must have noted her stillness, because she glanced her way. Then she quickly looked back down at her own work.

      Helen understood. This was the culture now. There was no sense getting into other people’s business. Human life just couldn’t be that important when there was such an excess of it. People were here today and gone tomorrow. Julie was already devoting her life’s work to doing good, and that was enough.

      That was what Helen had told herself a lot of times too.

      Helen looked at the next phone number waiting on the screen and realized she wasn’t going to call it. She was done.

      She got up and went to her boss’s desk in the next room.

      “Yeah, Helen?” Oliver swung his thick legs off his desk and straightened his heavy body with an effort. He  gestured to the two chairs jammed in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”

      “Can we go out into the hall?” Helen asked in a low voice.

      Oliver’s eyes widened. No one asked that unless it was private and important. “Of course.”

      He stood up and took his can of soda from his desk, and they went out. The others pretended not to watch them go.

      They went into the building’s long hallway just outside their offices. They took up awkward positions nowhere in particular, but close to each other so they could lower their voices. The few working LED lights overhead cast ghostly light on their faces.

      Helen’s heart beat faster.

      “Oliver.”

      What was she doing? Her hands were cold. She clasped them together.

      “Go on. What is it?” Oliver took a swig of his soda.

      “I…” She let out a breath. “I’m quitting. Right now. Today.”

      Oliver choked and coughed. He took an old-fashioned white cloth handkerchief from his pocket to dab at his mouth and shirt. “What? You’re kidding me. You can’t quit. You’re the best one we’ve got. You pull the weight of three people.”

      “Thanks, Oliver. But my mind is made up.”

      “Why? Something going on? Some trouble?”

      She couldn’t read whether he was genuinely concerned or just wanted to talk her out of leaving.

      She debated whether to tell him. She wasn’t obligated to. But some part of her wanted to hear the words out loud.

      She lowered her voice even further. “I’m dying… Of—a rare brain disease.” Needlessly, she added, “It’s terminal.”

      “Oh.” Oliver looked disappointed. Perhaps it was the latter reason, then. He couldn’t talk her out of dying. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      She nodded.

      “Well… ” Oliver pursed his lips as his mind worked to incorporate this news. “I guess it turns out you’ve devoted your entire life to nonprofit work. You told me that once, right? How many years with us? Ten, eleven? And another ten or fifteen before us, right? Congratulations on that. A life well used.” He smiled encouragingly.

      Helen didn’t say anything. She reminded herself that Oliver had gone through a lot before he started working at Justice for All, and he’d never re-learned how to connect emotionally with other people. At best, he could fake it.

      “I’m sure you must be very proud of everything you’ve accomplished.” Oliver patted her shoulder awkwardly.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said. But it was wooden. Everything she’d accomplished? How much was that, really?

      “Do you want us to throw you a… I guess a going-away party?”

      “No. Thanks. Look, I’m going today. I’m done today. I only have so many days left.”

      Forty-four days.

      “All right. Well, we’re sorry to lose you. And I mean that. With our budget as tight as it is, it’ll be hard to replace you.” His expression and voice grew funereal. “Do you want to tell the others?”

      “No… I think I’ll just go. You can tell them after I leave. I don’t want to make it awkward for everyone.”

      “I understand. I do. All right, well… best of luck!” He tried to smile encouragingly again.

      Helen turned to walk back to the office door. Just as she reached for the doorknob, Oliver said, “Oh, wait, I almost forgot.” His face serious, he came to her. “Helen, I’m sorry, but you can’t quit today. I mean, tonight’s the big fundraiser in White Oaks. We get eight percent of our annual budget from this event, remember? We signed up for our table six months ago?”

      Of course. It was one of their highest-dollar events. How could she have forgotten that she was supposed to work it tonight? Helen was not the sort of person who would forget such a thing.

      Oliver continued, “I mean, I understand your time is limited, but you’re so good at getting donations… couldn’t you just…?”

      Her shoulders sank. Leave it to Oliver to ask such a thing from a dying woman who’d already given this company eleven years of her life. But, why not. Why not, really. What else did she have to do tonight. “Of course. I’ll be there.”

      He forced another smile. “Great! I knew I could count on you.” Then his face sobered again. “Do be careful. There are rumors about an attack being planned. Although, on the up side, I guess you don’t really have to worry about your safety anymore, right?” He tried to chuckle at his inane joke and patted her on the shoulder again. “Just make sure you get that eight percent.”

      She couldn’t quite summon up an answering smile.
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