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“We are so nearly out of our captivity. We can see the sunlit upland pastures ahead. But if we try to jump the fence now, we will tangle ourselves in the last barbed wire.” —BORIS JOHNSON





PART ONE





ONE

On a fine April day in the middle of the most beautiful Spring that Windsor, Ontario, had ever seen, Amelia Stewart lifted her face shield so she could enjoy a nice taste at the Lettuce Boutique. She picked up a little snap of radicchio with her latex-gloved hands, crunched it into her mouth, and whisked down the shield because that’s what she was supposed to do between bites.

It was delicious. Bitter, but also a bit sweet, just like life. Amelia loved her life, because her life was safe and healthy, and nothing mattered more than safety and health. She moved down the row, eyeing a nifty, crisp sphere of hydroponically-grown mizuna. Her mouth watered as she imagined it with some shaved carrots, a little oil and vinegar, and a tall glass of two-year-old warehouse-grown Ottawa Merlot.

Her wrist device made a noise. A high note, a low note, a lower note, and then a high note again. It was the sound of the government calling, and when the government called, Canadians answered. The Health Symbol appeared on the screen. And then everyone in the Lettuce Boutique, everyone in the town, in the province, every law-abiding Canadian from Victoria to Halifax, looked down or up at the red-cheeked face of the Health Minister, a warm, motherly lady wearing a patterned sweater and serious glasses.

Amelia gave the Health Minister her full attention because these words meant something.

“Attention, citizens,” the Minister said. “As you know, Canada stands on guard against all threats, internal and external. We regard danger with the utmost seriousness and strive to keep our citizens safe. So it is with great regret that I must inform you that the national health situation is on the verge of growing quite dire. While we haven’t reached critical levels yet, if the danger continues to grow exponentially, the crisis will intensify. And then it will be too late. No one wants that to happen.

“Therefore, I’m issuing a Stay Home order for at least the next two weeks. All citizens must return to their residences until otherwise instructed. If you are home at the moment, remain home. And stay there. If you are not home, you have four hours to complete your tasks before the curfew goes into effect. We will double our transit frequency and triple the speed to ensure that everyone is able to make it back safely before the Emergency Measures begin.

“As has been the case for generations, once the Stay Home period commences, Essential Workers, equipped with the highest-quality safety gear, will begin cleaning our communities. Please don’t leave your homes for any reason during this time, as it won’t be safe. You can exercise indoors. It’s only two weeks. Or maybe more. If you have patios or exterior spaces, make sure you seal your domes and turn on your air purification systems. Don’t worry. The air will smell refreshing. If, during this time, you require food or necessary items, order them, and the drones will drop them down the Item Chutes. If you require repairs, the drones will make them. All screenings will be telehealth, conducted responsibly. We will provide age-appropriate schooling for children who live with their birth families.

“Canadians, you know the drill by now. This is how we live. When it’s time to Stay Home, no one in Canada will go hungry. No one will go thirsty. We will co-exist in health and safety, as one. Thank you. Good Luck. Stay Safe. And Stay Home.”

The Health Minister’s face blinked off, replaced by the symbol of the Health Ministry, two flapping doves holding a face shield between their talons. The stirring sounds of the National Anthem began to play. Amelia put her hand over her heart, as did everyone else in the Lettuce Boutique, and all the shops, and on all the streets, and in the homes and the schools and the hospitals and the self-driving vehicles and the open-air offices and on the sports fields, all of which would soon be closed, except for the homes, because that was where it was safe. Amelia felt tears welling as she, along with everyone else, sang the stirring words of the Anthem.



O Canada

We often stay inside.

True patriot love

With safety as our guide

With shielded face

We will mind our place

We are healthy and we’re free

We will stay at home

And refuse to roam

While protecting you and me

God keep our land

Glorious and well

O Canada

You are so safe and swell

O Canada

You are so

Safe

And

Swell!

The anthem ended. Amelia picked a wipe from the wipe dispenser and used it to clean the inside of her face shield, which was damp with tears and breathy spittle. Then she removed her gloves, took another wipe, used it to clean her hands, put on clean gloves, and then used another wipe to clean the dirty wipes. The man behind the counter at the Lettuce Boutique looked at her approvingly. Canadians encouraged one another to practice good behavior, collegially, at a distance. This is what we learn to do, Amelia thought. It’s who we are, and we are good.

Amelia picked out four delicious lettuces: the mizuna, some tatsoi, a nice head of Batavian, and some frilled loose leaf Red Sails. She didn’t pay for them. She rarely paid for anything because no one needed money. People just did things because they cared for one another collectively. Occasionally Amelia would tap into her savings for a luxury item like a subscription to a streaming service or a bubble trip to see her parents. But otherwise, Canada took care of all her food, all her maintenance, and the CBD bath soaks that were an essential part of her wellness routine. It was nice.

“See you in two weeks,” said the proprietor of the Lettuce Boutique.

“Or six weeks!” Amelia said. “However long it takes.”

“However long it takes,” he said. “Stay safe.”

“Stay safe!” she said. “Stay Home.”

Amelia walked onto the street, hopped into the single-seat electric trolley, and told it her address. It began its route. Trolleys zipped all through the streets. People hurried about on the sidewalks, hustling to get home before Stay Home took effect. It had been eight weeks since the last order, and Amelia had appreciated every minute of the freedom, always keeping a vigilant distance. It had been sunny most of the days. For two days, there had been rain, and once it snowed. The snow had stayed pristine until it melted.

Amelia looked at her wristwatch. The Safety Moose, Canada’s cartoon spirit animal, was doing a little dance. The Safety Dance, they called it. She smiled and thought about all the times she’d been safe, indoors and outside, and she was happy.

A few minutes later, the trolley stopped in front of Amelia’s townhouse. Door-to-door service was possible when society believed in transit. Amelia got out, walked up the stoop, and held her device to the control panel. The door to her house slid open. It was time, once again, to Stay Home. But first, she had to deal with her friend.





TWO

Amelia entered the foyer of her townhome, which was roughly the same size as everyone else’s townhome. She preferred to decorate with bright prints to keep her spirits up during the dark winters and with photos of her travels to faraway exotic locations like Toronto and Banff. A photo of her with her parents from when they’d last seen each other in person—six years previous—sat in a place of pride on the mantle above the solar-powered fireplace, next to a face shield autographed by the Health Minister herself.

She put down her bags in the kitchen. There was a rustling in the corner.

“Is someone in her wittle crate?” Amelia said.

Next to the counter, Amelia’s dog, Little Miss Daisy, twitched anxiously in her crate, where she sat like a good girl whenever Amelia had to leave the house for essential errands. Amelia opened the crate. Little Miss Daisy came prancing out like an unwinding spring.

Little Miss Daisy was a purebred Halifax terrier, a government-approved Essential Companion for single people. She had a little scrunchy face, pointy ears, and the cutest little nubby tail. Amelia bent down, and Little Missy Daisy hopped up on her, giving her the licking of her life.

“Hi, Little Miss Daisy!” Amelia squealed. “Hi! Hi! Hi!”

She sang a little song to Little Miss Daisy, which she called The Little Miss Daisy Song.

“Little Miss Daisy/Little Miss Daisy/She’s kinda lazy/And kinda crazy/She’s Little Miss Daisy…”

Little Miss Daisy was leaping all about like Amelia imagined a Springbok would if she’d ever seen a Springbok. Amelia sometimes even called Little Miss Daisy Little Miss Springbok. She spent a lot of time alone with the dog.

She looked at her wrist device. Still a couple of hours until Stay Home.

“Who wants to go for a walk?” Amelia said.

Little Miss Daisy tore through the townhouse, leaped straight over the sofa, and stood at the door, wiggling. Amelia pulled out Little Miss Daisy’s leash and harness, and out they went for the last time for Gaia knows how long.

All her neighbors were lined up at the dog path. There were Mary and Terry and Gary and Larry and Sheri and Carrie and Harry, all with their smallish dogs, which produced less waste than wasteful large dogs. Amelia waved at them from a distance. She stood on her slot on the conveyor belt. Little Miss Daisy wiggled. The belt began to move through the park. Amelia churned her feet. Little Miss Daisy clipped along, her nose in the air, sniffing about.

There was no getting off the belt. The dog knew that by now. When she’d been a puppy, it had been tough. She’d wanted to say hi to everyone and everything. But gradually all Canadian dogs learned to keep their distance as they jogged in place on the belt. When they peed, they peed into the gutter. The drones cleaned it later. Amelia would pick up Little Miss Daisy’s poop in a bag and deposit it in the Flusher. This was how you walked your dog safely in Canada.

From under her face shield, Amelia cherished the crisp Spring air. This is how the world should be, she thought. Everything is kind and orderly and bright. Little Miss Daisy looked up at her eagerly. Little Miss Daisy agreed.

Back at the house, Amelia gave the dog a vegan chew treat and went on the computer to schedule essential goods deliveries. She special-ordered a couple of bottles of Ottawa Merlot because she was worth it, and she deserved some indulgences. The messages started popping up on her wrist.

“Are u safe?” messaged her mother.

“Yes, mom,” Amelia said into her wrist. “Are u safe?”

“We r safe,” her mother said. “Stay safe.”

“I will. Love u.”

“Love u too, my Safety Girl.”

For the next thirty minutes, Amelia fielded messages from her cousins, her co-workers, and her old friends from Safety Awareness Camp, who wanted to make sure that she was safe and had everything she needed to Stay Home. She did, she assured them. Everything was as it should be.

The news came on in the evening before Amelia’s favorite show, The Edge of Safety. Amelia was very disappointed at this pre-emption. In the current plotline, Marshall and Luisa had attended an illegal party during a Level 3 Stay Home warning without properly affixing their face shields, putting themselves and everyone they loved at terrible risk of death and disease. It was a shocking turn of events for Luisa, who had previously been so good. Marshall, whom the show had introduced by having him go maskless in a Carrot Boutique, had taken her under his sinister sway.

But that plotline would have to wait. On the news, a disturbing scene unfolded in front of the Windsor courthouse. The reporter was saying, “This evening, authorities confronted three people protesting against the Stay Home recommendation. The protesters were peaceful, and protesting is an allowed and safe activity. But they were saying things that are against the public health.”

Behind the reporter, Amelia saw three scruffy-looking people arguing with the authorities, which was never a good idea, because the authorities could be very authoritative if necessary. Sometimes these flareups happened, but the government usually put them down fast. Then she heard something disturbing. One of the scruffy people pulled out a bullhorn and shouted:

“It’s not unsafe out here! You don’t have to Stay Home! It’s all a lie! Your lives and sacrifices are meaningless! Wake up, people! Please! Before it’s too late…We are all…”

The broadcast cut back to a studio, where the face-shielded anchor said, “And now take a look at some cute footage of people walking their dogs for the last time until after Stay Home.”

Amelia felt more than a little disturbed. What was he talking about? Of course, it was unsafe. Canada had the best metrics for determining whether or not things were safe or unsafe. Everyone had access to the statistics.

There was no safer place to live in the world than Canada. Why would the government lie to its citizens? The citizens were the backbone of the government, and safety was the backbone of citizenship.

It was 7 p.m. Stay Home began. The Safety Moose came on the screen. Amelia sat cross-legged on the floor in front of it. Little Miss Daisy sat next to her. They were together and cozy. Life was as it should be. She chanted, along with everyone else in Canada:



We will stay safe

We will stay home

We’ll be together

And never alone.

Everything Amelia did—and that everyone else did—was for the good of the whole. There were no lies. There was only one truth for all citizens:

Stay Home.





THREE

Stay Home had been around eighty years by the time Amelia was born. Maybe longer. No one really remembered when it started or why. And it didn’t matter. The Health Minister encouraged citizens to stay focused on the Present Moment because that stimulated the vagus nerve, which improved immune response and helped the body better absorb government-issued Vitamin D supplements.

Nevertheless, Canada was fully Safe when Amelia’s parents met on a conference call for the regional standards council. They immediately felt attracted to each other, and when the Stay Home period ended, they agreed to meet for a socially distanced coffee at an outdoor community center. Multiple rounds of testing ensued. The Health Ministry determined that they were free to cohabitate if they chose.

They did choose. And so, Amelia’s father and mother moved into a large townhome together, remaining isolated in their individual bedrooms for fifteen days. Nine months after, a drone doula delivered Amelia in a birthing pod. They raised her together and provided her with a happy, loving, and safe childhood. Though they could have received a sibling waiver, they chose to not apply for one, so they wouldn’t put a strain on the national resources. Amelia was enough for them, and they were enough for her.

She received the same excellent schooling that all Canadians did, never in person save for some distanced dance classes and ice activities. One time her parents took her to Banff to look at the mountains through glass, and another time to Montreal to watch the Francophones in their native habitat. Amelia studied Health Science, Health Policy, and Public Relations at the University of Windsor. Those were the only majors the school offered other than Waste Management. When she graduated, her parents gave her Little Miss Daisy as a present. Little Miss Daisy was no spring chicken now, though she did occasionally eat a chicken-flavored treat. The provincial government gave all its citizens a free chicken to eat every Spring.

Amelia had never touched another human being besides her parents and a man who accidentally brushed her arm while reaching for the last tomatillo at the Tomato Hut. The drones put him in a van for questioning and sprayed Amelia down. She self-isolated for a month afterward and didn’t eat in public for nearly a year.

It had been a good, fulfilling, and productive life.

[image: ]

They were two weeks into Stay Home. The night before, the Health Minister extended it for another two weeks, but, she said, “signs point to no further extension after that, because of near-universal compliance with regulations.” Amelia was fine with that. She loved staying home with Little Miss Daisy.

The days went like this: Amelia awoke early, enjoyed some fresh-brewed coffee, and watched a few minutes of the Health News. By then, the drones had delivered twelve ounces of Vitamin Juice to her door. Then she got on the treadmill, listening to motivational music while Little Miss Daisy ran next to her on the dog treadmill. After some light stretching and meditation, she took a shower and logged in to work for a few hours.

Amelia was a Motivational Manager and Charity Promoter for the Tri-Regional Health Council, an excellent position that served the community. She managed a team of twelve people younger than she was and three people older than she was. It was exciting work, and she was proud to do it for Canada. Maybe, in the back of her mind, Amelia knew that she really didn’t do very much all day. But she was good at not doing very much and pretending it was important. That was the key to being the boss, she’d realized. You pretended, and you made other people believe. And then, whatever you said became reality, and you could get away with pretty much anything.

At nine bells, she logged onto the call. Everyone was in within a few minutes. They regarded one another in a sixteen-person square, four by four.

“Good morning!” everyone said, sixteen times, by which point everyone was quite exhausted and needed a sip of coffee. In her covered plush bed behind Amelia, Little Miss Daisy chewed her maple leaf-shaped Nylabone.

“What have we got, people?” Amelia asked.

“I have noticed a ten percent uptick in quarantine fatigue in online data for people in my district,” said Sharon Levyne, Amelia’s third-in-command, a young woman who had boldly relocated from Halifax to further her career. Sharon’s district was just two districts over from Amelia’s district.

“Well,” Amelia said, “that is a problem.”

“They don’t seem to be responding to Stay Home/Don’t Roam.”

“Maybe they don’t like rhymes,” Amelia said. “Not everyone responds well to metronomic motivation.”

How true that was. Her team spent the rest of the morning brainstorming slogans for that district. It was a slightly older population, so they were less likely to respond to the Safety Moose than populations with more young children, but they also weren’t elderly, so using Fear of Death didn’t work either. Finally, they decided to edit a video of people happily Staying Home together, set to a Neil Young song. That usually worked with the middle-aged Canadians. Neil Young had safely lived to the age of 114, so people paid attention to his music.

Then it was time to log off and have some lunch. Amelia enjoyed a lemon seltzer and a lettuce-and-tomato sandwich on a Montreal-style wheat bagel. She took Little Miss Daisy on the back porch and threw Mr. Squeaky for the dog. Little Miss Daisy loved shaking around Mr. Squeaky, a blue plush octopus. She chased him under the outdoor lounger and dashed into the front room. Amelia ran after her.

Little Miss Daisy was at the front window, looking longingly at the street, which was quiet but full of activity, little drone trolleys running Essential Goods to and fro.

“I know, baby,” said Amelia. “But we can’t go outside right now. It’s for Safety.”

Little Miss Daisy gave Amelia those sad Little Miss Daisy eyes. She reached up her paw and pushed down the latch to the front window.

“Ah ah,” Amelia said. “Naughty girl. I promise you I will take you on a nice long walk when this is all over. We’ll go to the park and see your friends.”

She reached over and re-locked the latch.

The bells started ringing at Amelia’s computer. Time for the post-lunch shift, which usually involved graphic-design review, one of Amelia’s favorite tasks. She hurried over to her standing desk.

As Amelia turned away, Little Miss Daisy flipped the latch again.
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