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Lauren's phone buzzed, bringing reality crashing into her sleep. She lay motionless for a moment, gathering consciousness, as her head throbbed, and dryness puckered her mouth. She groped the nightstand for the device without opening her eyes, already knowing by the ringtone who was calling and why. She put the phone to her ear.

“Hey,” she croaked. “Okay... Sure.” 

She tossed the phone on the bed next to her and curled up back into a restless sleep. When the phone pinged another notification, she knew she needed to get up and tried to start waking. She opened one eye, then the next as she yawned and stretched. She reached around and found the phone again to check the time. Only three hours.

The air in the house was cool as she threw back her fuzzy blankets and resisted their Siren’s song to crawl back in. 

“Fucking Vivian,” she muttered, dragging herself to the bathroom. 

Blinding warm sunshine blasted the open door as she stepped inside. A huge window dominated the royal purple bathroom with crystal suncatchers filling the glass, splitting the light into its constituent parts and sending rainbows dancing across the walls. This room was Lauren’s favorite. She’d never had the money to fix up her whole house the way she’d wanted, but her dad had found the claw foot tub and pedestal sink at an auction and restored them to their former glory. Before he got sick, Dale did things like that for her all the time. He was an attentive father to both Lauren and her sister, Rachel. Though it seemed there was always a little something extra for her, as if he was trying to make up for some wrong he thought he’d committed. Lauren never could tell him why things really changed between them. 

Lauren climbed into the shower and the hot steam combined with the tingle of her homemade peppermint cleanser to bring some life back to her. As she brushed her hair and put on a thin row of eyeliner, she avoided gazing into her own eyes, since seeing dejection staring back was too much most days. She threw on a pair of black leggings and plain t-shirt as she wandered into the kitchen, connecting her phone to the Bluetooth speaker and filling the room with her tunes. She poured a bowl of cereal and plopped down at the table, still shaky from her drinking binge the night before - a binge which had been prompted by a single word in the form of a text message. Hey. It ripped open the scab that had finally begun to heal since her boyfriend started ghosting her the month before. Lauren had texted and called over and again, but nothing but a string of unread messages was left to show for their year-long relationship. She was reeling from the suddenness of the separation, since without someone by her side, she felt incomplete. She could end her torture with him now and flick her finger across Delete, but that would mean facing a different torment -single again. More frightening still was her need to be needed. She wanted to be strong and was terrified of anyone seeing she wasn’t. Unfortunately, the endless parade of loser boyfriends was a dead giveaway, and anyone who took the time to know her could see the shattered girl beneath her vivid green eyes.

Lauren looked into her soggy bowl of cereal, thankful to be at the end as her stomach was still a clenched knot. She forced herself to take a few more bites, as she knew her shift at the bar would be intense, and she’d need the energy. Work was fast approaching, and she didn’t want to go. She didn’t need the job the way others did, including dumbass Vivian. With jobs fewer and farther between, people were making ends meet haphazardly. The economy had continued to erode after the pandemic and sent America even more swiftly down the spiral of dysfunction. Storms, fires, record heat waves and arctic blasts dominated the country and compounded the misery. The federal government was unwilling and incapable of handling any of it.

Even before the frog that was America finally boiled in the pot, Lauren had created for herself an oasis in anticipation of the crisis. On her hobby farm she had shelves stocked with neat rows of home-canned vegetables, whirling turbines pumping fresh water, and gallons of sweet wine, hoppy beer, and corn liquor. 

Outwardly, Lauren’s life was immaculate, but internally she was a hot mess. She’d arrived at adulthood feeling like an imposter to the status. Other than her house, she had no other visible signals that she’d arrived. In her circle, children and marriage provided the keys to the kingdom of adulthood. Lauren wanted a husband; she knew that for sure. But her lack of interest in motherhood would remain on the fringes of her consciousness as an unthought known for decades to come. The frigid judgment she was already feeling from her friends for not yet having her own was challenging enough, but to not want children at all put Lauren in a category of her own. She tucked away the unsettling thought into a tidy drawer inside the halls of her mind where she kept the truths she most feared. Lauren had stuffed up so much feeling that she could come across as having none. Underneath that icy exterior she was as soft as melted butter, though. She’d never learned how to care while still protecting her heart, fearing that she’d be sucked into an emotional abyss. Lauren built a wall between her heart and mind that was so high and wide she no longer knew how to scale it. 

As she readied for her shift, she nursed resentment toward Vivian for calling in yet again. She also nursed her woozy self. Lauren was raised to think of work as both a duty and necessity, as farm life typically meant. Being sick was only an excuse to stay in bed if absolutely necessary, and Lauren’s drunken dehydration didn’t count in her book. Besides, she liked her manager and appreciated the extra cash in her pocket. As she stood up from the dark wooden chair, she felt her head spin. She muttered, “I shouldn’t have finished off the bottle, I guess. It’s always that last drink that does it. Or last two. Maybe three...” She scoffed at herself.

She fished a cigarette from her pack and lit a smoke as she considered calling her mother. It was a daily ritual. She didn’t actually want to speak with her, since Ann always made her anxious. But Lauren wanted to find out how her father was doing, and Ann was the gatekeeper of the phone. At least Ann would stick to the present situation with her father’s health. Dale would go on long political rants nearly every time she spoke with him. Before he was sick, he would never have carried on with her like that, since he knew that this was her least favorite subject. He’d been diagnosed with non-Hodgkin's lymphoma; the lawyers said it was from the herbicides he used as a farmer. His cancer results came back not long before the COVID-19 pandemic hit. He and everyone in their immediate family survived, unlike the hundreds of thousands of Americans who didn’t. Dale claimed that his family made it because of his menagerie of antiviral and medical plants he cultivated and bottled. He fancied himself an amateur herbalist, and this love of plants was one of the only ways Lauren connected to anyone in her family. The smoke from her cigarette floated around the yellow kitchen as she put off calling a few more minutes.

Lauren Hansberry’s family life had not always been strained. She felt loved growing up, and was even close with Rachel, her older sister, despite their twenty-year age gap. When Lauren was little, Rachel was warm and affectionate in a way that their mother Ann never was. Lauren used to beg her to stay when she’d be getting ready to leave after a visit from college or her settled life as a librarian in Des Moines. As a child, Rachel’s departure would leave a lonely pall over Lauren. Their father worked long hours and being with Ann was often worse than being alone. 

As Lauren matured, she was never able to emerge from Rachel’s shadow. Of the two sisters, Rachel was the good one, the successful one. While Lauren’s sister traveled abroad and collected university degrees, Lauren never found her groove. She’d gone to community college straight out of high school, but she didn’t know what she wanted to do and couldn’t afford tuition anyway.  She dropped out after two semesters. She’d never been out of the Midwest and had no interest in a career in the traditional sense. She wanted something more from life but didn’t know what that something else was exactly. Lauren often felt like a failure in her parent’s eyes, though she knew they would never have said that aloud. Regardless, she was a failure in her own eyes, and that was what mattered. 

Though Lauren was proud of some things about herself, primarily her homesteading skills. Lauren’s folks had given her a tiny plot of land off a section of their farm and helped her build a house. Dale insisted that the home she built be able to resist just about any deluge that came their way, since he’d been seeing climate change getting worse for decades atop his tractor. Lauren reluctantly agreed to build that way because she wasn’t blind. She’d been seeing the erratic weather herself as gardening was becoming more of a challenge. Her problem was that she couldn’t quite believe all her father’s talk about a warming planet being so incredibly serious and caused by people alone. Her friends said that it was volcanoes and that the climate had changed many times throughout history already. The libs were being hysterical, they said, and to Lauren that was a more convenient concept to hold in her mind. She had enough on her emotional plate as it was, let alone grappling with the complexities of the world. 

Lauren crushed her cigarette in the ashtray and braced herself as the phone rang. Ann answered, “Hello.”

“Hey Mom. How’s Dad this morning?”

“Well, it would be nice if you asked about me once in a while, too.” 

“I’m sorry. How are you?”

“It doesn’t matter, your father is the one who’s sick.” 

Lauren rolled her eyes. Why the hell did she just tell me to ask how she was, then? She steadied the irritation in her voice. “Yes, I know that. How is he this morning?” 

Lauren heard her father in the background. “Is that Laur? Let me talk to her.” 

Ann blathered over him. “He’s been cranky as ever. But he says his pain isn’t too bad. I don’t know if he’s pooped yet today, though.”

“That’s okay, Mom. I don’t really need to know...” 

Lauren heard a mild struggle over the phone and then her father come on. She groaned quietly. Dale had changed from a genial man to a vinegary one as his illness wore on. As a young man he was especially involved with the Prairie Populist political movement that swept across the rural Midwest and remained constructively active. He grew bitter, though, as he saw the prairie turn to fascist populism in his sunset years. As Dale understood it, farmers moved away from their roots and from common sense. Dale had been a man of newspapers over lunch and public radio while he worked his crops, so when he retired he had little to do other than roll in and out of each day in a sea of current events. Lauren imagined him as a balloon of information that would pop in an awkward and frantic rush whenever he’d speak to anyone. 

Dale huffed after he secured the phone from Ann. “Your mother doesn’t need to be telling you personal stuff like that about me. That’s ridiculous. But I need to talk to you. I want you to stay home today. I’m really worried about the election after how bad things have gotten. They say the President is moving his police around, and he’s got those bikers and so-called patriots out there scaring everyone and stirring up trouble. It’s even worse than the last election...”

Lauren tried to be patient. “Dad, I’m sure that’s upsetting, but I was calling to hear about you.”

Dale ignored his daughter’s pleas. “Someday they’ll be coming for your sister. I’m too old, you know... But Rachel’s been out protesting, and they monitor all that on the social media and everything now. In the end, no one is safe when a dictator can do whatever he wants. These fellas talk a big talk about defending the Constitution, but they’re just trying to save their own darned selves if you ask me. They’re pretending like they’re protecting God and family, but that’s a bunch of bull. They’re just about hating everyone who’s even a little different, or they’re just greedy, or looking for revenge. Whatever it is they want; they’re never going to give up power... When I’m gone, you have to keep your mom and sister safe. You’re stronger than you know, Laur.” 

Lauren pulled the phone away from her ear for most of the rant and the next few minutes that followed. She learned to insert enough okays and uh-huhs that Dale didn’t notice her lack of engagement. Lauren knew her dad was smart and all, but he could still come across as part of the lunatic fringe. Lauren felt like that description could apply to most everyone she knew anymore. Whether they were ranting about the President or ranting because no one properly appreciated the President, it was all the same to her. 

Lauren ended the conversation with her usual tenderness. “Okay, Dad. Thanks for letting me know about all that. I’ll be careful. I’ll stop by tomorrow.” 

She was relieved to hang up and lit another cancer stick. She blew out the smoke as she hurried to put on her muck boots and tend the hens and goats.

It was sultry for November. By the time Lauren left for work, sunlight had warmed the inside of her Jeep. She flipped on the radio as she sped off down the gravel road, kicking up dust behind her. For Sale signs punctuated the landscape as so many of their neighbors were losing or had lost their farms. Endless trade wars with China and other countries were hollowing out her rural neighborhood. Lauren’s thoughts were wandering between her father and her boyfriend as she drove. 

The newscast came on: “...three F2 tornadoes touched down in Kansas and Missouri yesterday, killing four. Authorities have called for blood donations...” 

Lauren whispered, “Those poor people,” and changed the radio station. 

The parking lot of the bland strip mall was packed as she pulled into the last remaining spot. She was already five minutes late, as usual. She grabbed her apron and rushed inside. The dimly lit bar bustled; she’d never seen the place so full. As Lauren was clocking in, her manager walked by and gave her an exasperated look. 

“At least I showed up!” Lauren shouted as she secured her white blonde hair in a ponytail. 

Lauren’s manager, always fretting about business, was concerned that national unrest would keep customers away. His drink specials were hot enough to draw out a community still hungry for social interactions after the long isolation of COVID. It helped that their small city had been largely spared the worst of the troubles ravaging the country. Noise from the lunch swarm was deafening as Lauren jumped into the fray and began taking orders from impatient customers. She assembled an enormous tray of drinks and glided across the scuffed linoleum floor like a dancer with a mission. An unknown hand reached out and pinched her ass. She barely flinched, since she’d long since absorbed the notion that she had little autonomy over her body. Taking and delivering orders as fast as she could, the televisions blared with discussions of the day’s events. 

“Seeing these long lines at the polls across the country, pundits are saying that if voter turn-out were this high two years ago, there was no way the President would have been able to stay in office.”  

A jovially cantankerous table of the President’s most ardent supporters dominated the back corner. Those who ecstatically supported him welcomed the buzz-saw he had taken to common decency. They had been looking for their strong-shouldered leader for some time, and in the President they found a man who embodied alpha masculinity and would happily throw them all the cultural red meat they could swallow. Some segments of the President’s supporters also saw him as anointed by God himself to deliver the country from Damnation. Others saw the President as the one who would usher in the End Times and recreate Heaven on Earth. Leaders of the President’s political party generally cared little for these droll particularities. Their ambition had been to find an idiot with a pen to sign tax cuts for themselves and their well-heeled acquaintances and reshape the court system in their favor. The marriage of convenience between the President and the ruling Party worked well for all until the mad king they unleashed turned on them, too. The President could not be constrained. 

After the President’s controversial and highly contested re-election in 2020, his frothing supporters were emboldened. At the bar that night, they were making their opinions clear to anyone within earshot. The President’s claim to victory was suspect and highly contested. He’d appointed one of his cronies to run the Postal Service, thus ensuring the flood of mail-in ballots spurred by the virus wouldn’t arrive on time to be counted. The President also put out marching orders to his Party and supporters across the land – suppress the vote through any means available. Close any polling place possible in poor and non-white communities and make voting harder. The President and his boot-licking Attorney General sent their private military force to harass voters at polling places and encouraged his minions to join in the fracas. The President’s favorite foreign dictators assisted with an all-out campaign of disruption, and the fate of the country was fractured. When the President pulled ahead in early in-person vote counts on election night, he said that the Opposition Party was trying to steal the election, and no other votes should be counted. His hand-picked Supreme Court backed him, and the military stayed silent. Protests lasted months but were eventually crushed in all but the most tenacious quarters. The actual civil war had started years before most Americans were paying attention, though, as attacks had been increasing across the country.  

Americans were collectively exhausted with the circus the President created to distract from a failing country. They dreamed of ushering in change during the midterm election. Most of the crowd at Silver Lake Bar and Grill was enthusiastically hopeful as they nibbled their food and sipped their drinks while proudly wearing, I voted stickers. The goal was to flip enough seats in both big and small races across the country to begin to right the moral arc of history. Another rush of customers came flooding in when the sky had long darkened and the televisions began reporting election results. Each time an Opposition Party victory was announced, the place would erupt in cheers. Lauren heard a table start to sing the song, Hey, Hey, Goodbye. The President’s people grumbled. Lauren was passing out food orders at one table when she heard a tipsy young woman call out, “We’re taking our country back from these goddamned Nazis! I told you, Harper.” 

As if perfectly timed to dash the woman’s hopes, in that second a piercing noise began emanating from the TVs. Lauren lurched toward the bar for the remote to turn it down. Before she could get there, the screens fell dark and quiet. Her leg vibrated from a text. She heard notifications throughout the place as everyone grasped their phones. Lauren slid hers from her pocket and read:

Urgent Alert: Department of Homeland Security. A state of emergency has been issued effective immediately. You will receive a follow up message from your local authorities for further direction.

She remembered her father’s warning that morning and looked around the room as people cried and shouted. She glanced over her shoulder at the Party supporters who were victoriously praising the move. “If we’ve got to have a dictator, I’d rather it be ours.”  Lauren felt the illness from the morning creep back in as her gut gurgled. She felt faint. 

Just as suddenly as the TVs went dark, they all came back on again showing the President and his daughter on the settee in the Oval Office. The President sat slumped with a glazed expression as his daughter observed him with adoration. The President’s jaw was taught and his dentures loose, adding to the garble as he read the teleprompter. 

“Good evening to all loyal Americans. I’ve received intelligence of tremendous fraud...” He looked about, haggard and worn. His daughter whispered into his ear with a mouth gleaming with bright lipstick and the whitest teeth money could buy. Her father focused. “This is voter fraud that we’re dealing with. They’re trying to overthrow the will of the people, and my administration won’t stand for that. We will not let you, the forgotten ones, be forgotten anymore. I stand by your side, defending our country.” The President’s supporters stood and yelped at this line. 

The President’s remarks strayed from those prepared for him, “We’re rooting out our enemies. Your enemies! When they attack me, your great President, they are attacking you. Do you know who else they’re attacking? God! Because they hate God as much as they hate America. They hate our flag, they hate our freedom, and they will stop at nothing to hurt me. Tonight, for you, for our people, I’m declaring a state of emergency until we can figure out what the hell is going on.” The President sat up and sniffed while he attempted to focus his dilated pupils. The President belted out one more line before his gaunt son-in-law signaled to the crew to get him off camera. “One day you will wake up and this will all have gone away. I alone can fix this and save our great nation.”

The televisions zoomed in on the President’s well-coiffed daughter and her husband standing behind her. He offered a smirk, and she offered shallow condolences to the broken country: “You and your family are in our thoughts and prayers as we go through this difficult time together.” 

The cameras panned out to the rest of the family who were still in the President’s power circle and good graces. In unison they flashed plastic smiles and put their thumbs up: “The country is safe in our hands. God bless America and God Bless our great President.” 

The TVs went blank.
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“Please, anyone! Any other human being, please, please enter!” Lauren called out into the echoing warehouse.

Nary a customer had set foot all inside the pet store all day; it was vastly different from her previous job at the Silver Lake Bar. Her co-worker, Craig, was in the back keeping to himself as usual. A few thousand nondescript feeder fish, an oversized cage of dozens of guinea pigs, a snuggling pile of bunnies, and a mama cat with kittens also occupied the building. Lauren was thinking of taking the mama cat home if the owners turned her back out on the street after the kittens were gone. Adult cats still sold occasionally to people dealing with infestations of one sort or another, so there was hope for her. Populations of feral cats and dogs had surged, and packs of street dogs were a growing menace. Wild cat colonies had further decimated already declining populations of songbirds and any other small creatures they could sink their teeth into. Animal welfare organizations were overwhelmed and barely functioning. The store’s corporate parent company had long since reversed course on only selling rescue dogs and cats. It had only been a PR move anyway when times were better and bleeding hearts had enough collective power to make the world a bit less cruel. 

Life in the decade since the President consolidated power had not been easy. Lauren responded by crawling so far into her shell that a tinge of misanthropy had snuck in, too. She preferred working with animals than humans. The owners treated them like chattel, but she did her best to care for them when she was working. Her hours were continually shrinking, though, and they posted their number on the door for shoppers to call if they needed anything. This practice had become common in all but the busiest stores, as everyday conveniences for ordinary people gradually eroded. The seemingly natural flow of wants and needs from point to point had broken down. All but the youngest remembered the days before the pandemic with bittersweet nostalgia when merely existing wasn’t a hustle. The bedraggled middle class had shrunk down to a sliver and missed the days when the highways were good, and garbage was collected reliably. For many Americans, the decline felt sudden and unexpected. They found it virtually incomprehensible how their lives had slid so far, so fast. Those grappling with poverty, disabilities, and discrimination before the collapse suffered even more because of it. The American Dream never lived up to its ideals for everyone, and they were much less taken by surprise, perceiving the decline as yet another floorboard breaking in an house with a caved-in roof. 

Lauren’s work hours were so few on some days that by the time she paid for the gas to get to and from it was almost a losing proposition. Living in town would make getting to work cheaper, but Lauren preferred the relative safety of her country home. At that moment, though, Lauren’s biggest worry was this store would join the rest of the strip in collecting graffiti and the ever-burgeoning population of homeless people. 

Elbows bent on the store’s counter, she called out with a forlorn voice, “Just come and buy some dog food, people!” 

It was crazy windy outside, and she didn’t expect anyone to venture out anyway. She became lost in thoughts of her latest boyfriend when the door chimed. Lauren looked up to see two men, younger and older mirror images of one another. They both wore jeans, button down shirts and rumpled ball caps. Lauren straightened herself up and smiled. She welcomed them with a lilt in her voice, imaging she’d summoned them with her entreaties. 

“Hi, what can I help you with today?” In those days, store cultures mostly went one of two ways – completely ignoring potential shoppers until their wallets came out or over-serving them out of desperation. Lauren tended toward the latter. 

The older man caught her off guard when he gazed knowingly at her. “Aren’t you Dale Hansberry’s daughter?” 

At the sound of her father’s name, she stifled a small smile. But having this stranger know who she was unnerved her. “Yep, that’s right.”

“I was so sorry when he went. Your dad was one of the finest men I ever knew,” the older man lamented. 

After her father’s death, another part of Lauren had disintegrated. She hadn’t really appreciated him until he was gone. Lauren fought off the urge to shed a few grief-tinged tears of pride and swallowed hard at the lump in her throat. 

“Thank you, sir. That’s kind of you to say. I don’t think we’ve met, though. How do you know me?”

“No, no. We haven’t met. My name is Jack Fitzpatrick.” He reached out to shake her hand and pulled it back, embarrassed. Without a functional health infrastructure in the country, illness continued to run unchecked. Handshaking had gone by the wayside, but many still found the instinct hard to break. “This is my boy, Sam.” He nodded to the boyish man standing next to him. “Your dad would sometimes share pictures of you on Facebook back in the day.” His expression fell into a more serious pose. “Dale was so honored to be your father.” 

A strand of emotional intimacy drifted into the moment that took Lauren aback. This stranger had just answered the question she’d so often pondered: was her father proud of her? She blushed and dropped her head. 

“Your dad and I had coffee just about every morning with the guys at the restaurant way back. When he was gone, the light of reason went out of it all. I had to quit going. I sure do miss him.” His expression became grave as he stated quietly, “All those guys carrying on about stuff... it was just so... you know...” he trailed off. “They just shouldn’t have been talking that way.” 

Lauren sucked in her breath as she braced for more and released it in relief as she realized that Jack was not going to get into it. She understood perfectly what Jack had meant, but she did not at all want to talk about any of it. Lauren was still trying to stay neutral in a world where doing so meant complicity. She was working to construct a response when Jack’s somber tone vanished, and he put his mask of congeniality back on. “Anyway, enough about that,” his voice had an upward cadence as if he had a direction he was aiming for. “I need to get a few of those guinea pigs over there.” 

“Yes. Of course.” She replied as she ushered them over to the enclosure and shook her head as she was taking all of this in after so many years of not thinking of her father’s words. 

“I’ll take five. Just pick out whichever ones you can grab,” Jack chuckled. “But I’ll be back if I don’t get a few boys and girls. I’m planning to breed them.” 

Sam had been such a wallflower he had been only marginally present, until he wasn’t. His clear blue eyes connected with Lauren’s and he blurted out unexpectedly, “You know we’re going to eat them, don’t you? Well, maybe not those ones. But we’re adding guinea pigs to the farm. It’s a good source of protein.” 

Prior to this interaction, Lauren had somehow not connected the dots with why everyone was suddenly buying all the guinea pigs. She felt the earth shift beneath her as she took in what he was saying. He also annoyed her, since talking about the things done for survival was not considered polite conversation. 
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