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      “The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.”


    

    
      — Elie Wiesel
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  Chapter 1: The Return

  
  




The first thing Richard Mccall noticed when they turned onto Birchwood Avenue was the white van parked three houses down from theirs. Not a delivery van or a contractor’s truck—something official, sterile, with tinted windows that reflected the dying October light like mirrors. He slowed the rental car instinctively, his architect’s eye cataloging details: government plates, satellite equipment on the roof, someone sitting in the driver’s seat who didn’t look up as they passed.

“Dad?” Jessie’s voice came from the back seat, strained in that way it got when he was trying not to sound worried. “Why are there people in our driveway?”

Richard’s foot found the brake. The car rolled to a stop twenty yards from their house, and for a moment no one spoke. Through the windshield, the scene assembled itself with the surreal clarity of a photograph: their modest two-story colonial, the oak tree Richard had meant to trim before winter, the flower bed Ingrid kept threatening to replace with something low-maintenance. And surrounding it all, a constellation of figures in white protective suits that caught the amber streetlight like ghosts.

“Richard.” Ingrid’s hand found his on the center console, her fingers cold. “What is this?”

He didn’t answer because he didn’t know, and not knowing was a feeling Richard Mccall had carefully structured his entire adult life to avoid. He counted the figures—six, no, seven—moving with practiced efficiency around the perimeter of his house. Yellow caution tape was already up. Neighbors had gathered on porches and at windows, watching. The Hendersons across the street. Old Mr. Alvarez next door. And in the window of the Knox house, Ethel Knox’s pale face, still as stone.

“Maybe there’s a gas leak,” Ingrid said, but her voice carried no conviction. She was a biology teacher; she knew what hazmat suits meant, and gas leaks didn’t require this many people.

“With hazmat suits?” Lelia asked from the back seat, her fourteen-year-old voice pitched high. “That’s not a gas leak.”

One of the suited figures turned toward them, raising a hand—not a wave, but a signal. Stay there. Or maybe come here. Richard couldn’t tell. His hands had gone numb on the steering wheel.

“We should call someone,” Jessie said. “Like, shouldn’t we call 911 or something?”

“They’re already here,” Richard heard himself say. “They’re at our house. We need to find out what’s happening.”

He put the car in drive and rolled forward, each rotation of the tires feeling like a decision he couldn’t take back. The suited figures converged as they approached, forming a semicircle at the edge of the driveway. Richard pulled in slowly, parking behind Ingrid’s Subaru—a detail so mundane it made everything else feel more impossible. Four days ago they’d left for California in that car. Four days ago the house had been locked and empty and theirs.

When he cut the engine, the silence that rushed in was total. Even the October wind that had been rattling leaves against the windows all month seemed to have died.

“Stay calm,” Richard said, to himself as much as to his family. “We just need to understand what’s happening.”

“I don’t want to get out,” Lelia whispered.

“We have to, honey.” Ingrid unbuckled her seatbelt with shaking hands. “We have to.”

The suited figures waited, patient as executioners. Richard opened his door and the outside air hit him—cold, smelling of Lake Superior and dead leaves and something chemical he couldn’t place. His legs felt foreign as he stood, his back stiff from the four-hour drive from the airport. The California sunshine they’d left that morning felt like something that had happened to different people.

Behind him, his family emerged from the car. Jessie’s ratty Nirvana t-shirt, Lelia clutching her backpack like a shield, Ingrid in her conference blazer that now seemed absurdly formal. They huddled together near the rear bumper, and Richard moved to stand in front of them without thinking about it, an animal instinct to put himself between his family and whatever this was.

One of the figures stepped forward. Female, he thought, though the suit made it hard to tell. She pulled down her face shield—not removing it entirely, just far enough that he could see eyes, a mouth, the shape of a human face. Fifties, maybe. Professional. The kind of person who’d been doing this, whatever this was, for a long time.

“Mr. Mccall?” Her voice came muffled through the suit but clear enough. “Richard Mccall?”

“Yes.” His own voice sounded strange. “What’s going on? Why are you—”

“I’m Lavonne Foster. I’m a quarantine liaison officer with the Department of Health and Human Services.” She held up an ID badge, laminated and official, too quickly for him to read the details. “We’ve been trying to reach you. Your cell phones—”

“Were off.” Ingrid moved up beside Richard. “On the plane. We just landed two hours ago. What’s happened?”

Lavonne Foster’s eyes moved to Ingrid, then to Jessie and Lelia, cataloging them. Her expression remained neutral, practiced. “There was a potential exposure incident at the conference you attended in Davis, California. The Western Regional Architecture and Education Conference at the Hilton Garden Inn, October twentieth through twenty-second. Is that correct?”

The dates rattled around in Richard’s head, trying to find purchase. “Yes. We were there. But we’re fine. We feel fine.”

“The exposure was to a concerning pathogen.” Lavonne’s words came measured, each one deliberate. “We’re implementing precautionary quarantine protocols for all attendees. Multiple families are being quarantined as we speak. This is standard procedure.”

“What pathogen?” Ingrid’s teacher voice kicked in, sharp and demanding. “What are we talking about? Viral? Bacterial? What’s the transmission vector?”

“I can provide more detailed information once you’re inside and settled. Right now, I need you to understand that time is critical. We need to get you inside your home immediately and establish the quarantine perimeter.”

“Inside our house?” Richard looked past her to the figures still working, now unrolling thick sheets of translucent plastic. “You want to quarantine us in our house?”

“It’s the safest option, Mr. Mccall. You’ll be more comfortable here than in a medical facility, and we can monitor you effectively. The alternative would be a federal quarantine center in Detroit, which I assure you would be far less pleasant.”

The threat—because that’s what it was, despite the professional courtesy—hung in the air. Richard felt Ingrid’s hand grip his arm.

“For how long?” Lelia’s voice came small behind them.

Lavonne’s eyes found her, softening slightly. “Two weeks initially. Fourteen days from your last potential exposure. If you show no symptoms, you’ll be cleared.”

“Two weeks?” Jessie’s laugh had an edge to it. “We have school. Jobs. You can’t just—”

“We can, and we are.” Lavonne’s voice remained calm but immovable. “This is a federal health emergency order. You have no choice in this, but I’m asking for your cooperation to make it as smooth as possible. For your sake and for your neighbors’.”

Richard looked around at those neighbors now—at the Hendersons who’d waved to them just four days ago, now standing on their porch like they were watching a crime scene. At Mr. Alvarez who’d borrowed their ladder last month, now backing away from his fence. At Ethel Knox who still hadn’t moved from her window, hadn’t acknowledged Ingrid’s tentative wave.

They were already contaminated in these people’s eyes. Already dangerous.

“We need to get our luggage,” Richard said finally, because he couldn’t think of anything else to say, any way to stop this from happening.

“We’ll bring everything in for you. Please, go inside now. Straight to your front door. Don’t touch anything outside. My team will guide you.”

The suited figures moved closer, forming a corridor from the driveway to the front steps. Not threatening, but absolute. Richard felt his family pressing against him, looking to him for a decision that had already been made.

“It’s okay,” he said, lying. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll do what they say, we’ll get this sorted out.”

They walked toward their own front door like prisoners approaching a cell. The suited figures flanked them, close but not touching. Richard’s keys were in his pocket but he didn’t reach for them—one of the figures was already opening the door, already inside, checking something. Making sure it was safe, he supposed, though safe from what?

The entryway smelled different. Wrong. That chemical smell from outside was stronger here, mixed with the staleness of a closed house. Four days wasn’t long enough for a house to develop that forgotten smell, but theirs had.

“Please proceed to your living room,” Lavonne said from behind them. She’d followed them in but maintained distance. “Sit down. I’ll explain everything.”

They filed through their own house like strangers, Jessie and Lelia huddling on the couch, Ingrid in the armchair, Richard standing because he couldn’t make himself sit. Through the front window, he could see the suited figures beginning their work in earnest. Plastic sheeting unfurled across the windows. The whine of a drill biting into wood. Metal brackets being bolted into place.

“What are they doing?” Richard heard the tremor in his voice and hated it.

“Sealing the house.” Lavonne stood in the doorway, not quite inside the room, not quite out. “The windows and doors will be secured to maintain quarantine integrity. You’ll have one access point—the side door leading to your utility room—which will be fitted with an airlock system. Supplies will be delivered through that airlock. Food, medication, anything you need.”

“You’re sealing us in.” Ingrid’s face had gone white. “Like we’re—”

“Like you’re quarantined. Which you are.” Lavonne pulled a tablet from somewhere in her suit. “You’ll be able to communicate with the outside world. Internet access will remain functional, though monitored for medical data collection purposes. Phone calls are permitted. You’ll have regular check-ins with me and the medical team. You’ll be taken care of.”

The drill screamed again, metal biting into the doorframe. Lelia flinched.

“What happened at the conference?” Richard forced himself to focus. “You said there was an exposure. To what? When? How?”

Lavonne’s fingers moved across the tablet. “A doctor named Stanley Terrell—you may remember him—was conducting preliminary health screenings at the conference. He examined most attendees. Dr. Terrell identified several concerning indicators that suggested exposure to a pathogen. We’re still determining the exact nature of the threat, which is why the quarantine is precautionary.”

“I don’t remember any doctor.” Jessie leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “When did this happen?”

“There was a health station set up in the lobby. Many attendees stopped by.” Lavonne’s answer came smooth, rehearsed. “Dr. Terrell’s name is on all the documentation. You signed consent forms.”

Richard tried to remember. The conference had been a blur of panels and presentations, handshakes and small talk. Ingrid had attended three different workshops. The kids had explored Davis, complained about boredom, eaten too much pizza. Had there been a health station? Maybe. Probably. His memory felt slippery, unreliable.

“I want to see those consent forms,” Ingrid said. “And I want Dr. Terrell’s contact information. I want to speak to someone who can tell me exactly what we’re dealing with.”

“You’ll have access to all documentation.” Lavonne’s professionalism never wavered. “Dr. Terrell is coordinating with multiple quarantine sites. I can arrange a consultation, but it may take a few days.”

“A few days?” Richard’s voice rose. “You lock us in our house and tell us we can talk to a doctor in a few days?”

“Mr. Mccall, I understand your frustration. This is frightening and confusing. But I need you to understand the seriousness of the situation. If you were exposed, if you’re carrying something, the consequences of non-compliance could be catastrophic. Not just for you, but for your community. Your neighbors. Your children’s schools.” She paused, letting that sink in. “We’re trying to protect everyone.”

The sound of hammering now, rapid and violent. Through the window, Richard could see the plastic sheeting going up over the glass, blocking the view of the street. Blocking the view out. The house dimmed, late October twilight filtered through industrial plastic that turned everything gray.

“How many other families?” Ingrid asked quietly.

“I’m not at liberty to discuss other quarantined individuals.”

“But there are others?”

A hesitation, barely perceptible. “Yes. Several families who attended the conference are in similar situations.”

“Where? Are they in Marquette?”

“Different locations. This is all I can tell you right now.”

Jessie laughed, brittle and harsh. “This is insane. This is like something out of a bad movie. You can’t just—people have rights. Don’t we have rights?”

“You have the right to medical care, which you’ll receive. You have the right to due process, which you’ll be afforded. But in a public health emergency, certain rights are necessarily curtailed for the greater good.” Lavonne’s voice remained maddeningly calm. “This isn’t personal. This is protocol.”

The front window went dark as plastic covered it completely. One of Lelia’s hands found Ingrid’s, gripping tight. In the dimness, they all looked smaller, younger, more frightened.

“Two weeks,” Richard said. “You promise two weeks?”

“If everything goes well. If you show no symptoms. If the pathogen threat is contained.” Lavonne looked up from her tablet. “I’ll do everything I can to make this quick and painless, Mr. Mccall. I promise you that.”

It was the first promise she’d made that sounded like a lie.

By the time Lavonne Foster left through the side door—the only door that would open, she explained, the only exit and entrance they’d have—it was full dark outside. The work crew had finished their sealing. The house was now a tomb of industrial plastic and metal brackets, every window covered, every door reinforced. The airlock system in the utility room looked like something from a science fiction movie: a double-door chamber with rubber seals and a keypad that only worked from the outside.

The Mccall family sat in their sealed living room, surrounded by luggage they hadn’t unpacked, and tried to process what had happened. Outside, the work crew was packing up. Engines started. Vehicles pulled away. The neighbors’ lights came on in windows—they’d stayed outside until the show was over, Richard realized. Watching. Making sure the contaminated family was properly contained.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Ingrid said for the fourth or fifth time. She hadn’t moved from the armchair, hadn’t taken off her blazer.

“We’ll call a lawyer,” Richard said, pacing the length of the living room. “First thing tomorrow. This can’t be legal.”

“It’s a federal health order, Dad.” Jessie had his phone out, scrolling. “I’m looking it up. They can do this. In an emergency, they can quarantine people. Force medical treatment. All kinds of stuff.”

“But there’s no emergency,” Lelia said. She’d been crying quietly, tears tracking down her cheeks. “We’re not sick. We feel fine.”

“Maybe that’s the point.” Ingrid’s biology teacher brain was engaging now, working through the problem. “Maybe we’re carriers. Maybe we’re infected but asymptomatic. That’s possible with certain pathogens. We could be contagious without knowing it.”

“Or maybe this is a mistake,” Richard said. “A bureaucratic fuckup. Someone got our names wrong, mixed up files. It happens.”

“Language,” Ingrid said automatically, then shook her head. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

“I don’t think it’s a mistake.” Jessie looked up from his phone, his face lit blue by the screen. “There are news articles. About the conference. About people being quarantined. It’s real.”

Richard stopped pacing. “Show me.”

Jessie held out his phone. The article was from the Sacramento Bee, dated that morning: “Health Scare Prompts Quarantines After Architecture Conference.” Richard scanned it quickly—vague details, official statements, reassurances that everything was under control. No mention of specific pathogens. No explanation of the actual threat. Just enough information to justify fear, not enough to justify anything else.

“They’re protecting themselves legally,” Ingrid said, reading over his shoulder. “See that language? ‘Out of an abundance of caution.’ ‘Following established protocols.’ They’re covering their asses in case this turns out to be nothing.”

“But what if it’s not nothing?” Lelia asked. “What if we really are sick?”

The question hung in the air like the chemical smell that wouldn’t dissipate. Richard wanted to tell her they were fine, that this was all precautionary nonsense, that in two weeks they’d laugh about this. But he couldn’t make himself say it. Because he didn’t know. None of them knew.

“We take it one day at a time,” Ingrid said finally, standing. “We follow their protocols. We stay healthy. We prove we’re not infected with whatever they think we have. And in two weeks, this is over.”

“Okay,” Lelia whispered. “Okay.”

But she didn’t sound convinced, and neither did anyone else.

Richard moved to the covered front window, pressed his hand against the plastic. He could feel the cold of the glass beneath it, the October night pressing in. The plastic was thick, reinforced, impossible to tear. He pushed against it and nothing moved.

Outside—he couldn’t see outside anymore. Couldn’t see the street or the neighbors or the world continuing without them. Just the gray opacity of industrial sheeting that turned everything beyond it into shadow.

“Richard.” Ingrid’s voice was soft. “Come away from there.”

He turned back to his family, huddled in the dim living room light. Jessie had his arm around Lelia now. They both looked younger than they had that morning.

“I’m going to check the rest of the house,” Richard said. “Make sure everything’s secure.”

“I’ll come with you,” Jessie offered, standing.

They went room by room together, father and son, checking windows that wouldn’t open, doors that wouldn’t budge. Every window was covered, every exit sealed. The master bedroom, the kids’ rooms, the bathroom—all dim, all changed. The house had become a different place, familiar but foreign, like returning to a childhood home only to find it smaller and stranger than memory allowed.

In the kitchen, Richard noticed the medication bottles lined up on the counter. He picked one up—sleep aids, prescribed by Dr. Stanley Terrell to Ingrid Mccall. He didn’t remember Ingrid mentioning medication. Didn’t remember her seeing a doctor.

“Dad?” Jessie stood in the doorway. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” Richard set the bottle down. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

But he wasn’t fine, and they both knew it. None of them were fine. They were sealed in their house like specimens in a jar, waiting to see if they’d survive whatever came next.

From somewhere in the house, Lelia called out that she was going to bed. Ingrid’s footsteps on the stairs. The ordinary sounds of a family settling in for the night, as if this was normal, as if the world hadn’t just tilted sideways.

Richard moved to the kitchen window—covered like all the others—and pressed his hand against the plastic. Through the gaps where it wasn’t quite flush with the frame, he could see the faintest suggestion of light from next door. Ethel Knox’s house. The old woman who’d lived there for forty years, who knew everyone on the street, who always had a wave and a kind word.

She’d watched them being sealed in and hadn’t waved back.

That detail bothered Richard in a way he couldn’t articulate. Ethel Knox was a creature of habit, of small kindnesses and neighborhood courtesies. Not waving back was wrong. Out of character. As wrong as everything else about this nightmare day.

He stood there in his sealed kitchen, hand pressed against plastic that wouldn’t tear, and tried to remember the last four days. Tried to remember the health station at the conference, Dr. Terrell’s face, the moment when everything went wrong.

But his memory was slippery, unreliable, full of gaps he couldn’t explain.

And outside, beyond the plastic, Ethel Knox’s light burned in the darkness like a question he couldn’t answer.
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Richard woke to the wrong kind of silence.

Not the usual morning quiet of Birchwood Avenue—the distant hum of traffic on Third Street, Mr. Alvarez’s dog barking, the garbage truck making its Thursday rounds. This was the silence of sealed spaces, of air that didn’t move, of a house that had been cut off from the world. The silence of a coffin.

He lay in bed staring at the ceiling, the digital clock reading 6:47 AM, and tried to convince himself that yesterday had been a nightmare. Any moment Ingrid would roll over and complain about his alarm. The kids would fight over the bathroom. He’d make coffee and check his email and everything would be normal.

Then he heard it—a mechanical hum from somewhere below. The airlock system cycling. A delivery.

Ingrid stirred beside him. “What was that?”

“I don’t know.” Richard sat up, his back protesting. He’d slept badly, the kind of half-sleep where your mind never quite shut down. “Something in the utility room, I think.”

They dressed in silence, avoiding each other’s eyes. In the bathroom mirror, Richard looked ten years older than he had yesterday morning. Gray stubble, lines around his eyes that seemed to have deepened overnight. Ingrid stood at the covered window in her bathrobe, hand pressed against the plastic like she’d find a seam, a way through.

“We should check on the kids,” she said.

But the kids were already up. Jessie was in the kitchen when they came downstairs, staring at the airlock door with the expression of someone trying to solve a puzzle. The door was a heavy industrial thing, gray metal with rubber seals and a small reinforced window. Beyond it, Richard could see the second door of the airlock chamber, and beyond that, the vague shape of boxes.

“They brought stuff,” Jessie said. “I heard the outer door open and close. Then this light turned green.” He pointed to an LED panel beside the door. “I think that means it’s safe to open?”

Richard studied the panel. Three lights: red, yellow, green. The green one was lit. Below it, a label in clinical sans-serif font: “INNER CHAMBER PRESSURIZED. SAFE TO OPEN.”

“It’s like a spaceship,” Jessie said with that edge of hysteria from last night. “Like we’re on a fucking spaceship.”

“Language,” Ingrid said reflexively, but her heart wasn’t in it.

Richard pressed the button below the green light. Something mechanical engaged, a series of clicks and hisses, and the inner door swung open. The airlock chamber was about four feet deep, just big enough for the stack of boxes inside. He pulled them through one at a time—cardboard, surprisingly heavy, labeled with printed sheets.

“MCCALL FAMILY. DAY 1 SUPPLIES. PERISHABLES. HANDLE WITH CARE.”

They unpacked the boxes on the kitchen table like it was Christmas morning in hell. Food, mostly—fresh produce, milk, eggs, bread, meat wrapped in butcher paper. A box of non-perishables: pasta, canned goods, rice. Another box with household supplies: toilet paper, soap, cleaning products. Everything they might need, carefully selected, perfectly portioned.

“They know how many of us there are,” Lelia said from the doorway. She’d come down in her pajamas, hair tangled from sleep. “They know what we need.”

“Of course they do,” Ingrid said, but Richard heard the tremor in her voice. “We filled out forms. They asked about dietary restrictions, allergies—”

“When?” Lelia asked. “When did we fill out forms?”

The question hung there. Richard tried to remember. Lavonne had given them paperwork yesterday, hadn’t she? Or had that been before? The timeline felt slippery, events sliding out of chronological order in his mind.

“It doesn’t matter,” Richard said. “We have supplies. That’s good. That’s what we needed.”

But it did matter, and they all knew it. Someone had planned this carefully. Someone had known exactly what the Mccall family would need before they’d even arrived home.

The tablet chimed at exactly 8:00 AM.

It was sitting on the kitchen counter—Richard didn’t remember it being there before, but there it was, a sleek black rectangle with a charging cable snaking to the wall outlet. The screen lit up with an incoming video call.

LAVONNE FOSTER. ACCEPT?

Richard pressed accept and Lavonne’s face filled the screen. She wasn’t wearing the hazmat suit anymore. Business casual now—gray blazer, white blouse, a hint of makeup. She could have been calling about insurance or a parent-teacher conference. Normal, professional, utterly wrong.

“Good morning, Mccall family.” Her smile was practiced, warm but not quite reaching her eyes. “I hope you slept well.”

“We didn’t,” Richard said flatly.

“That’s understandable. The first night is always difficult.” She made a note on something off-screen. “I’m calling to walk you through the daily protocol. May I have everyone gather so I can see you all?”

They assembled in front of the tablet like a hostage video—Richard and Ingrid, Jessie and Lelia. Four faces trying to maintain composure while Lavonne Foster studied them with that clinical detachment.

“Excellent. First, you’ll receive supply deliveries every morning at 6:45 AM through the airlock system. The green light indicates it’s safe to retrieve items. Never attempt to open the inner door when the red or yellow lights are active. Understood?”

“What happens if we do?” Jessie asked.

“The airlock will be compromised, requiring a full decontamination cycle that will delay supplies for up to forty-eight hours.” She delivered this without emphasis, just a statement of fact. “You’ll also lose internet access temporarily as a safety measure.”

“That sounds like a punishment,” Ingrid said quietly.

“It’s protocol, Mrs. Mccall. We need to maintain quarantine integrity.” Lavonne’s pen moved across her notepad. “You’ll have daily check-ins with me at 8:00 AM and 6:00 PM. These are mandatory. If you miss a check-in, we’ll assume a medical emergency and may need to enter the premises.”

“Enter how?” Richard asked. “You’ve sealed all the doors.”

“We have access codes for the airlock. I hope we never need to use them, but the option exists.” She consulted her notes. “Internet access is functional but monitored for medical data collection. We track your vital signs through the tablet’s camera—elevated heart rate, stress indicators, signs of fever. This is for your protection.”

“You’re watching us through the camera.” Jessie’s voice had gone cold. “Right now.”

“The medical monitoring software is active, yes. I’m not personally watching you every moment, but the system is collecting data. Again, this is standard quarantine protocol.”

Richard felt Ingrid’s hand find his, gripping tight. On screen, Lavonne continued with the efficiency of someone who’d delivered this speech many times before.

“Phone calls are permitted to family and friends. We ask that you don’t discuss specific details of the quarantine on social media—misinformation can cause panic. Video calls are fine. Work and school should continue as normally as possible. Maintaining routine is important for mental health.”

“How generous,” Jessie muttered.

Lavonne’s eyes flicked to him. “I understand you’re upset, Jessie. You have every right to be. But cooperation will make these two weeks pass much faster. Fighting against the situation will only make it harder.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s advice.” She smiled again, and this time something cold flickered behind it. “Now, are there any questions about the protocol?”

A thousand questions. A million. But Richard asked the only one that mattered: “When can we talk to Dr. Terrell?”

“I’m working on arranging a consultation. Dr. Terrell is coordinating multiple quarantine sites and his schedule is quite full. Possibly by the end of the week.”

“That’s not good enough. We need answers now.”

“I’ve provided you with all the documentation we have available. It’s on the tablet—CDC guidelines, pathogen information sheets, your signed consent forms from the conference. Everything is there for you to review.”

“What pathogen?” Ingrid leaned forward. “You still haven’t told us specifically what we were exposed to.”

Lavonne’s pause was barely perceptible. “The documentation uses the designation PX-47. It’s a novel respiratory pathogen with potential for asymptomatic transmission. The specifics are in the files.”

“PX-47.” Ingrid repeated it like she was tasting something bitter. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“It’s newly identified. That’s why the precautions are so extensive.”

“Newly identified where? By whom? What’s the mortality rate? The transmission vector? You’re asking us to accept house arrest based on a designation I can’t verify.”

“Mrs. Mccall, I appreciate your scientific background, but I’m not at liberty to discuss classified medical information. The experts are handling this. Your job is to stay healthy and let us do ours.”

The conversation continued—logistics, schedules, procedures—but Richard had stopped listening. He was watching Lavonne’s face on screen, studying the micro-expressions. She was good, practiced, but there was something rehearsed about her responses. Like an actor who’d memorized lines but didn’t quite understand the character.

When she finally disconnected, promising to check in again at six, the kitchen felt smaller than it had before.

“Classified medical information,” Ingrid said. “Since when is public health information classified?”

“Since they made it up,” Jessie said.

“Don’t.” Ingrid shook her head. “Don’t start with conspiracy theories.”

“Mom, this is insane. You know this is insane.”

“What I know is that we’re stuck here for two weeks. Fighting it won’t change that.” She stood, moving to the boxes of supplies. “So we adapt. We follow their protocols. We stay calm.”

But her hands were shaking as she unpacked groceries.

By mid-morning, they’d established a fragile routine.

Richard set up his home office in the study, arranging his laptop and drafting tools like everything was normal. He had three projects in various stages—a bank renovation in Green Bay, a residential addition in Ashland, a community center in Iron Mountain. His clients would need updates, reassurances that the work would continue despite his “situation.” How did you explain being quarantined without causing panic? Without losing contracts?

He opened his email and found seventeen messages, most from yesterday after word had gotten out. Concerned colleagues, curious acquaintances, one from his brother in Minneapolis that just said “Call me. What the hell is going on?”

Richard started typing responses, each one a carefully constructed lie. “Minor health scare. Precautionary quarantine. Nothing to worry about. Work continues as scheduled.”

The words felt hollow.

In the living room, Ingrid had her laptop open, reviewing lesson plans. She taught biology at Marquette Senior High—three sections of sophomore biology, one AP section. The school year was only six weeks old, barely established, and now she’d be teaching from home indefinitely. She’d done remote teaching during the pandemic years, but this felt different. Then, everyone had been isolated. Now it was just them, marked and separated.

She pulled up her class roster, studying the names like a prayer. Twenty-three students in first period. Twenty-six in third. Nineteen in her AP section. Kids who depended on her to show up, to be present, to make biology make sense. How could she do that from inside a sealed house?

Her phone rang—the school, probably the vice principal. She answered with forced brightness. “Hello?”

“Ingrid, it’s Barbara. I heard about the quarantine. Are you okay?”

Barbara Chen, her department chair. Relief flooded through Ingrid at the sound of a familiar voice.

“I’m fine. We’re all fine. Just precautionary.”

“Do they know when you’ll be back?”

“Two weeks, they said. Maybe longer if—” She stopped. If what? If they showed symptoms? If the pathogen was real? “I can teach remotely. I’ve already got my lessons planned through the end of the month.”

“Ingrid, no one expects you to work right now. We can get a sub—”

“I want to work. I need to.” The desperation in her voice surprised her. “Please, Barbara. Let me keep my classes. I need something normal.”

A pause on the other end, then Barbara’s gentle sigh. “Okay. I’ll clear it with administration. But if you need anything, if this gets to be too much—”

“I’ll let you know. Thank you.”

After she hung up, Ingrid sat staring at her laptop screen. The lesson on cellular respiration she’d planned for Monday seemed absurdly mundane. How was she supposed to teach kids about how cells convert oxygen to energy when she was trapped in a house, possibly infected with something designated PX-47, being monitored by cameras she couldn’t see?

Upstairs, Jessie had retreated to his room with his phone and laptop. College applications loomed—early decision deadlines in three weeks for Cornell and Northwestern, regular decision for twelve other schools. His essay sat half-finished on his laptop, a personal statement about identity and art that now seemed painfully naive.

He scrolled through Instagram instead, watching his friends’ lives continue without him. Liam posted photos from practice—cross country team running through autumn leaves. Maya shared a selfie from the coffee shop where they all hung out after school. Normal, boring, impossible things.

Someone had tagged him in the comments. “Dude where are you? You okay?”

Jessie started to type a response, then stopped. What was he supposed to say? “Quarantined because of a mysterious pathogen. Might be contagious. Don’t worry, it’s probably fine”?

He deleted the half-written response and kept scrolling.

His phone buzzed—his girlfriend, Claire. They’d been dating for eight months, serious enough that she’d started talking about trying to apply to the same colleges. Now that timeline felt uncertain, infected by everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

“Can we video chat?” her text said. “I need to see your face.”

Jessie started a video call. Claire answered immediately, her face filling the screen—dark hair pulled back, concerned eyes, the purple flannel she’d stolen from his closet weeks ago and never returned.

“Oh my god, Jessie. Are you okay? Your mom texted my mom and said you were quarantined and I’ve been freaking out all night—”

“I’m fine. We’re all fine.” The lie came easier each time. “It’s just precautionary.”

“But why? What happened?”

He tried to explain—the conference, the exposure, the protocols—but the story sounded insane even as he told it. Claire’s expression shifted from concern to confusion to something that might have been fear.

“So you might be sick?”

“No. I mean, maybe. They don’t know. That’s why we’re quarantined.”

“But if you were exposed—” She stopped. “Jessie, what if you’re contagious? What if I was exposed when we were together before you left?”

The question hit him like cold water. They’d spent Saturday together, the day before the family left for California. They’d gone to the movies, shared popcorn, kissed in his car afterward. If he’d somehow been infected before the trip, if the timeline was wrong…

“I wasn’t sick then,” he said. “I feel fine now. It’s just a precaution.”

But Claire had pulled back slightly, putting distance between herself and the phone camera. A tiny movement, barely noticeable, but Jessie saw it. She was already treating him differently. Already afraid.

They talked for a few more minutes, the conversation stilted and awkward, and when they hung up Jessie felt more alone than before.

Lelia’s remote school setup was in the dining room, her laptop angled toward the covered window as if she could will it to show her something other than gray plastic. Her first period English teacher, Mrs. Patterson, appeared on screen at 8:45, teaching to a grid of student faces. Lelia was just another box among many, her bedroom visible behind her, nothing to distinguish her from any other sophomore on a sick day or family vacation.

Except Mrs. Patterson knew. The school knew. Everyone knew.

“Before we start on chapter five of To Kill a Mockingbird,” Mrs. Patterson said, her eyes finding Lelia’s box on screen, “I want to remind everyone that we’re a community. We support each other. If anyone needs extra time on assignments or wants to talk, my office hours are always available.”

The other students’ faces showed confusion. Why was Mrs. Patterson being weird? But Lelia understood. The message was for her. The whole speech was for her.

She wanted to disappear. To close her laptop and hide under her covers and not exist for two weeks. But she stayed on camera, forced herself to take notes on Scout Finch and Boo Radley and the trial scene, as if this was normal, as if everything was fine.

At lunch, she ate a sandwich alone at the dining room table while her classmates posted photos of the cafeteria on Snapchat. She could see Hannah and Brie at their usual table. Marcus and his basketball friends crowding around, stealing each other’s fries. The normal chaos of Thursday lunch, happening without her.

Her phone buzzed—the group chat she shared with Hannah and Brie.

Hannah: “Hey! Where are you today? Everything ok?”

Lelia stared at the message. These were her best friends. She should be able to tell them. But Lavonne’s warning about social media echoed in her head, and what would she even say? How did you explain this?

“Sick,” she typed. “Home for a bit. Miss you guys.”

The lies were piling up.

By afternoon, the small irritations had started.

“Who used all the hot water?” Richard called from upstairs, his voice sharp. “I’m trying to shower and it’s freezing.”

“I took a shower this morning,” Jessie yelled back. “Like an hour ago. The water should’ve recovered by now.”

“Well it hasn’t. Jesus Christ.”

“Maybe the heater’s acting up,” Ingrid suggested from the living room. “Add it to the list of things to mention to Lavonne.”

Richard came downstairs in sweatpants and a t-shirt, hair wet, irritation radiating off him. “The list of things to mention to Lavonne. Like we’re guests at a hotel with minor complaints. ‘Excuse me, we’ve been illegally imprisoned in our home and the water heater is broken.’”

“Dad—” Lelia started.

“I’m fine. I’m sorry.” He ran his hands through his wet hair. “I’m fine.”

But he wasn’t fine. None of them were fine.

In the kitchen, Jessie discovered that someone—probably Lelia—had eaten the last of the good cereal, leaving only the healthy stuff Ingrid bought that tasted like cardboard. Lelia accused Jessie of leaving dishes in the sink overnight, attracting ants. Ingrid snapped at Richard for reorganizing the pantry without asking her, putting things in the wrong places.

Small things. Stupid things. But in a sealed house, small irritations had nowhere to dissipate. They built and built, pressure with no release valve.

It was Ingrid who found the medication.

Late afternoon, unpacking the last of their luggage from the trip, going through her toiletry bag. At the bottom, beneath her contact lens solution and travel-size shampoo, a prescription bottle she didn’t recognize.

“Ingrid Mccall. Zolpidem 10mg. Take one tablet at bedtime as needed for sleep. Dr. Stanley Terrell. Prescribed 10/21.”

October 21st. Three days ago. The middle of the conference.

She turned the bottle in her hands, studying it. The pharmacy label was from a CVS in Davis. The prescription number, the refill information, all properly formatted and official. Thirty tablets, only one missing from the count.

She didn’t remember this. Didn’t remember seeing Dr. Terrell individually. Didn’t remember any consultation or exam that would result in a prescription.

“Richard?” She carried the bottle into the study where he was hunched over blueprints, trying to focus on work. “Did you know about this?”

He took the bottle, read the label. “Sleeping pills?”

“Prescribed by Dr. Terrell. During the conference. But I don’t remember seeing him. Do you?”

Richard frowned, trying to access a memory that wouldn’t come. “There was a health station. You said you might stop by because you’d been having trouble sleeping.”

“I did?” Ingrid searched her mind for that conversation. Had she said that? She’d been sleeping fine before the trip. Why would she have needed medication?

“I think so. Or maybe I assumed.” Richard handed the bottle back. “You’ve been stressed with the new school year. It would make sense.”

“But I don’t remember. I should remember getting a prescription. Talking to a doctor. Something.”

They stared at each other, a new kind of fear creeping in. Not the fear of disease or quarantine, but something more insidious—the fear that their own memories couldn’t be trusted.

“Maybe you took one and forgot,” Richard suggested. “Sometimes sleeping pills can cause short-term amnesia. Especially if you take them and don’t go straight to bed.”

“Maybe.” But Ingrid didn’t believe it. She’d been a biology teacher for twenty years. She knew how sedatives worked, knew their side effects. This felt different. This felt wrong.

She opened the bottle, shook one tablet into her palm. Round, white, scored down the middle. It looked right. Looked like every zolpidem she’d ever seen. But the wrongness persisted.

“We should tell Lavonne,” Richard said. “At the six o’clock check-in.”

“Tell her what? That I found medication prescribed to me by their doctor and I don’t remember it? She’ll say I forgot. She’ll say the stress of travel and the quarantine has disrupted my memory.”

“Ingrid—”

“She’ll make me sound crazy.” Ingrid closed her hand around the tablet. “And maybe I am. Maybe I did see him and forgot. Maybe this is all completely normal and I’m losing my mind.”

“You’re not losing your mind.”

But the certainty in Richard’s voice was strained, and they both heard it.

Lavonne called at exactly 6:00 PM, her face appearing on the tablet screen with that practiced smile.

“Evening check-in. How was your first day?”

They gathered again, presenting a united front despite the afternoon’s tensions. Richard did most of the talking—the water heater issue, questions about internet speed, a request for additional toilet paper in the next delivery.

“I’ll make notes,” Lavonne said, writing. “Anything else? Any symptoms? Fatigue, fever, respiratory issues?”

“We feel fine,” Ingrid said.

“Excellent. That’s what we want to hear.” Lavonne’s pen moved across her notepad. “And everyone’s maintaining their normal routines? Work, school?”

“As much as possible.”

“Good. Routine is crucial. The more normal you can keep things, the easier this will be.”

Richard almost mentioned the medication, Ingrid’s memory gap, but something stopped him. Some instinct that telling Lavonne would give her information he didn’t want her to have. So he kept quiet, and when the call ended, he caught Ingrid’s eye across the kitchen.

She’d been thinking the same thing. They were already keeping secrets from their captors.

That night, lying in bed in the dark, listening to the silence of a sealed house, Ingrid held the pill bottle in her hand. One tablet missing. She didn’t remember taking it, but the evidence was there.

She thought about taking another. About the promise of sleep, of eight hours of not thinking, not worrying, not feeling the walls pressing in.

But she didn’t. She put the bottle in her nightstand drawer and lay awake instead, staring at the ceiling, counting breaths, feeling Richard beside her doing the same.

Outside, somewhere beyond the plastic sheeting, beyond the sealed doors, the world continued. People went to work and school. They drove cars and walked dogs and complained about traffic and weather and all the mundane irritations of normal life.

The Mccall family lay in their sealed house and tried to convince themselves that in thirteen more days, they’d rejoin that world.

That nothing fundamental had changed.

That they were still the same people they’d been before the sealing.

But already—just one day in—Ingrid could feel it happening. The subtle shift, the small erosion. Like a word you say over and over until it loses meaning, their sense of normal was beginning to dissolve.

And it was only day one.
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By day three, Richard had worn a path in the carpet.

Not literally—it would take months for that—but he could feel it happening anyway. Living room to kitchen to study to living room, the same circuit repeated hourly. Twenty-two steps from the couch to the refrigerator. Fifteen from his desk to the sealed front door. Eleven from the bottom of the stairs to the kitchen table where Ingrid sat with her laptop, surrounded by printouts about pathogens and quarantine protocols and CDC guidelines that might or might not be real.

The house had never felt small before. It was 2,400 square feet, four bedrooms, two and a half baths, an unfinished basement they’d always meant to renovate. Plenty of space for a family of four. Richard had designed additions smaller than their living room.

But now the walls seemed to be moving inward. Each day the rooms felt a little tighter, a little more suffocating, like the house itself was inhaling and forgetting to exhale.

“You’re making me dizzy,” Ingrid said without looking up from her laptop. Day three, and she’d barely slept. Dark circles under her eyes, coffee cup perpetually full, fingers flying across the keyboard with manic intensity.

“Sorry.” Richard stopped pacing, stood awkwardly in the middle of the kitchen. “I just need to… I don’t know. Move.”

“Go for a run on the treadmill.”

“I hate the treadmill.”

“Then don’t pace.”

It was the closest they’d come to fighting since the first night. Small tensions, carefully controlled, both of them aware that losing their temper meant losing something they couldn’t get back. Not in a sealed house. Not with nowhere to go.

Richard retreated to the study, pulled up the bank renovation plans on his laptop. The project was due for review next week—renderings, elevations, preliminary structural calculations. But the lines on the screen blurred together, meaningless. How was he supposed to care about load-bearing walls and HVAC placement when his entire world had contracted to these four walls?

His phone sat on the desk, showing twelve unread messages. His brother had called three times. His mother texted daily asking if they needed anything, as if groceries could be delivered like normal, as if they were just sick with the flu. His business partner, Tom, wanted to discuss the Green Bay project timeline.

Richard ignored them all. What could he say that wouldn’t sound insane?

Through the study window—covered in that gray plastic that turned daylight into perpetual dusk—he could see the vague shapes of the street beyond. Cars passing. People walking. Life continuing in a way that felt increasingly theoretical.

Ingrid had seventeen tabs open on her laptop, each one a rabbit hole into infectious disease protocol, quarantine procedures, emerging pathogen detection. She’d started with PX-47, the designation Lavonne had mentioned, but found nothing. No CDC alerts, no WHO advisories, no scientific papers, no news articles beyond that single Sacramento Bee piece about the conference.

So she’d expanded her search. Novel respiratory pathogens. Asymptomatic transmission. Quarantine protocols for unknown threats. The internet had everything and nothing—a thousand think pieces about pandemic preparedness, a million conspiracy theories, and not one concrete answer about what they were dealing with.

Her biology training made her systematic. She created spreadsheets. Drew timelines. Mapped transmission vectors based on who attended what panels at the conference. If PX-47 was real, if they’d truly been exposed, there should be patterns. Clusters. Other families showing symptoms.

But there was nothing. The Sacramento Bee article mentioned quarantines but gave no details. No other news outlets had picked up the story. Social media was silent—she’d searched every conference hashtag, every attendee she could remember, looking for others sharing their experience.

The Mccalls seemed to be alone in this. Or the others were being silenced too.

“This doesn’t make sense,” she muttered, scrolling through another CDC guideline document. “The incubation period for most respiratory pathogens is three to fourteen days. We’re on day three. If we were infected at the conference, we should be showing symptoms by now. Or at least some indicator.”

“Maybe we’re not infected,” Richard said from the doorway. “Maybe that’s the point. Two weeks to prove we’re clean.”

“But why seal us in? Standard quarantine protocols allow for more movement than this. Medical monitoring, yes. Check-ins, yes. But this?” She gestured at the covered windows, the airlock door. “This is for something highly contagious and deadly. This is Ebola-level containment. For a respiratory pathogen we’ve never heard of?”

Richard didn’t answer. They’d been over this argument a dozen times already. The logic didn’t hold, but neither did the alternative—that someone was doing this to them deliberately, for reasons they couldn’t fathom.

Ingrid returned to her research, clicking through to another article about pandemic preparedness. The words blurred together. Her head ached from too much screen time, too much coffee, too little sleep.

The pill bottle sat in her nightstand upstairs. She thought about it more than she wanted to admit. The promise of eight hours of oblivion seemed more appealing each night.

Upstairs, Jessie lay on his bed scrolling through Instagram with the dedicated focus of an anthropologist studying a lost civilization.

His feed was a catalog of everything he was missing. Liam posted a video from cross country practice, the team running through Warner Park, autumn leaves crunching underfoot. The caption: “Last practice before regionals! Let’s get it!” Forty-three likes. Twelve comments. Everyone saying “good luck” and “see you there” and other casual phrases that assumed a shared future.

Maya’s story showed the coffee shop—their coffee shop, where the group met after school. She’d posted a boomerang of her latte, the foam heart on top dissolving and reforming endlessly. #ThursdayVibes #SeniorYear #CountingDown

Claire had posted a selfie with Hannah and Brie, the three of them at someone’s locker. Claire’s smile looked forced, but maybe Jessie was projecting. The caption said “missing someone” with a heart emoji. Ninety-eight likes. Someone in the comments asked “where’s Jessie?” and Claire had hearted it but not responded.

He scrolled back through his own feed, looking at the last post he’d made—a photo from the Davis conference, him making a face in front of some corporate art sculpture. “Family trips be like…” Five days ago. A lifetime ago.
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