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  1


When I got caught drinking at school, I thought my dad would rush home early from work, furious, demanding an explanation. I thought he would care. But then I remembered, this was  my dad I was talking about.
And that wasn't even all of it. Because things had been different, these past few months. And they would never be the same.
Thinking about that made me think about my mom, and my sister. And that made me realize the buzz was wearing off, and I needed another drink.
It was seven minutes past noon, and I was sitting in the back of a cop car. I was leaning with the side of my head pressed against the black bars in front of the window, watching the scenery pass by. Suburban houses with big leafy trees in the backyards and chain-link fences along the front. Every house looking much like another, just a giant, sprawling masquerade of normalcy. Occasionally, I reached for the flask in my pocket during the ride. Kept forgetting it was confiscated.
I'd gone along with it when they told me to take the breathalyzer test. I thought calling the police was a bit over-the-top, even for school faculty, but at the same time, I just couldn't bring myself to care. I'm not even sure they cared. There were no speeches. No one tried to give me 'the talk'. They just walked me through each set of procedures, all the while doing their very best to avoid looking me in the eye. Misbehaving meant being suspended, which meant more time to do the things I was already doing, away from school. What was the point in that?
It was kind of disappointing, actually. I didn't care anymore, and the last real authorities in my life didn't seem to care much, either. And where did that leave me? Wasn't my life supposed to be a steep drop-off from here? From apathy, to poverty, to crime, imprisonment, and, I dunno, crack addiction—something like that? That was what society said, anyway.
Me, I just wanted to go home. I just wanted another drink.
My house was on the other side of the suburb, at the top of a secluded hill. An upper-middle-class house cloistered among dozens of other upper-middle-class houses. There was a steep downhill slope on the other side of the house, just beyond the fence bordering the backyard, affording a sweeping view of the suburb below.
The cop car slowed, easing to a stop in front of the place. I picked up my bag and waited for the door to unlock. Staticky exchanges fizzed and sparked from the police radio up front. The cop, a middle-aged guy with a mustache, a flat-top haircut, and a big gut, eased around to look at me over his shoulder, making the leather seat crinkle and crease, sounding like a fart. He wore sunglasses with polarized lenses, and I could see my reflection in them. A eighteen-year-old kid with dark, messy hair, in a flannel shirt and jeans. My eyes were near bloodshot, and there were dark circles under them. 
"Looks like your dad's not home."
He was right. The carport was empty. Which didn't surprise me.
"It's okay," I said. "I have a key."
I looped one of my bag's straps over my shoulder, ready to debark the vessel. But the door was still locked.
"Listen," the cop said. "You're probably not looking to have a conversation with someone like me about this. But there's something I think you should hear."
I gazed out the window, let out a slow, steady breath. "I'm not hurting anyone."
"No," he admitted. "Not yet. Not today. But at some point..." He broke off, and I could almost hear the gears in his head turning, like he had some piece of aged wisdom to share, but he was trying to phrase it so I wouldn’t reject it outright. It was his obligation to bestow a kernel of insight, maybe make the world just a bit better down the line. Doing his duty as a good ol' boy in blue. 
"Is that it?" I said. "Can I get out of the car now?"
That earned a raised eyebrow. "Maybe that's part of your problem. You could have been charged, today. You could be in jail right now. You should have some respect for people who are just trying to help you."
"You wouldn't know where to start," I said. Nobody did. They didn't even actually want to help me. They just wanted the behavior to stop. They wanted me to fall in line, like everyone else. I'd learned that a long time ago. "Open the door."
The cop sighed. Turned back around in his seat, fabric scraping leather again, making another fart. "Have a nice life, kid. Only, in my experience, this won't be the last time I see you."
That made me grit my teeth, but I had no interest in getting roped into a longer talk on the subject. Just let me out.
The door unlocked with a loud chunk. In a microsecond, I had the door open. I shut it behind me. 
I was tired. Lightheaded. Frustrated. And thirsty for another drink.
Though I didn't turn around, I felt bits of gravel bouncing off the legs of my jeans, spat by the wheels of the cop car as it made a quick reverse, down the driveway and back onto the street.
Good riddance, I guess.
It was a moderately pleasant day in September. Only a few clouds, and none of them dark or dreary. A little cold, but I liked the cold. 
I made dizzy, loping steps across the crisp front lawn, still wet from the automatic sprinklers. The alcohol was wearing off, and I could feel a headache coming on. I bent and reached down behind one of the elderberry bushes in front of the house. Nestled in the leaves, clipped to one of the thicker branches, was a key lock box. I stood there, hunched over, blinking and thinking, until I remembered the code. I keyed it in, and there was a snap as the box came open. I reached out to catch the house key as it fell out, but it bounced off my index finger. Next thing I knew, I was down on my hands and knees, fumbling around in the dirt and gravel. Luckily, the sun was still high, and I managed to catch the light glinting on the chrome coating of the key. I snatched it between my index finger and thumb. I left the lock box lying next to the bush.
My front door had a window set into it with hazy, textured glass. I used to see a shadow flicker there in the crystal every time I came home, because my mom would hear me coming up the front step, and she'd be waiting in the entryway for me.
Of course, there was no one there now. It was just a dark, empty hallway.
I flicked the light switch, and the boob lamp—according to my dad, it was actually called a 'flush mount dome light’—glowed with dusty yellow light on the high ceiling.
There was a wooden entry table to one side of the hallway. There used to be family pictures arranged on and above it, hanging on the wall, but at some point, my dad swept them all up into a bag and took them away. I didn't know where they were. Not that I didn't have access to digital copies of the photos, but there was something so sad and empty about the table now. Hollow. Kind of like the rest of the house.
On the opposite side of the hallway was the tall staircase leading up to the second level, toward the bedrooms.
I wasn’t ready to head up there just yet, today. Physically or mentally.
I set the key down on the entry table. It made a tapping sound on the hard surface, echoing in the hall. Everything echoed here in this sterile, quiet place. The thud of my backpack as I sloughed it off and dropped at the foot of the stairs. The squeak of my shoes on the shiny hardwood floor as I walked down the hall.
It was clean, at least. The entire house was. All except for one of the two bedrooms upstairs, as well as the master bedroom. The maids who came in every Wednesday were explicitly instructed to stay out of those rooms.
Dad slept on the couch in the living room. There was an indent roughly shaped like his body in the couch cushions, getting deeper all the time, less comfortable to sit on. Sometimes when I couldn't sleep, I'd come downstairs, and I'd find Dad on his side on the couch—sometimes asleep, sometimes not—with the glow of the TV illuminating his arms and face. He slept in his work clothes, curled up, shoulders hunched, slowly being absorbed by the couch. He only went into his room when he had to, and usually only for brief moments at a time.
This was how things were now. That was how I looked at it. The 'now', and...the 'before'. If you pried my life apart into two sections, that's what you would have. The now, as things were, and the before, as in...before everything changed.
At the moment, of course, the living room was empty. I turned on the TV, set it to YouTube, and let something random play. I just needed some background noise, for now. It felt normal to have voices in the house.
I opened the door to the pantry. Dad liked to keep a stock of gins, vodkas, and whiskeys, as well as various bottles of cocktail mixes. I didn't see him drinking often, but he must have been, because I could see the levels dropping in the bottles, even during the times I left them alone, and he was always prompt in restocking when they ran out.
He had to know I was drinking consistently, and that this was where I was getting it. He couldn't be that oblivious, could he?
I used to experience a certain relief at the idea he wasn't going to confront me, that he didn't care. But then, as I'd felt with the school faculty, there was this creeping sense of disappointment, too. As if I'd been waiting for some kind of real intervention for some time, now. Intervention with a capital 'I'. A room full of worried friends, and even some extended family members who'd flown in from out of state, giving speeches, voicing their concerns. In a situation like that, in a room full of worried faces, maybe I'd finally have a chance to explain myself. Maybe then, statistically, somebody—anybody—would hear me, and I wouldn't be the only one with these thoughts in my head. It would be a relief. Like a pressure release valve.
It was just a fantasy, anyway. And a naïve one. Besides, I wasn't doing this as a way to act out or get attention. I was doing it because I didn't know what else to do.
I grabbed a bottle of Johnny Walker Red Label. Just because my father was fairly well off didn't mean he splurged on the fancy stuff. He hadn't been much of a drinker, even...
(before)
He'd just liked to mix drinks for people during get-togethers. Special occasions. And those events had usually been organized by Mom, even when they invited over Dad's colleagues from work now and then, to celebrate his team's successes over the years.
Most people would never hear about my dad and the work he did. But his name—the esteemed Dr. Michael Wallace Turner—did crop up in the newspapers and on TV every once in a while, usually when he came upon some bio-technical discovery the media decided was sexy enough to print.
The thing is, it's never as sexy and exciting as you think it is. I remembered my dad sitting on that same couch, reacting to some story on TV, claiming his team had developed technology that could replace parts of the human brain, shaking his head, muttering, "It doesn't quite work like that."
Well, then how is it supposed to work? What's the point!?
But you could never get a straight answer with Michael Wallace Turner. 
It got tiring, people telling me how brilliant my dad was, and having to nod along, even though I couldn't explain why, even though I never understood any of it.
I think he tried to dumb it down for me a couple of times. But he had a tendency to lose interest during conversations like that, and trailing off. Frankly, I think he just didn't have a knack for communicating in that way. But he also just didn't like talking about work with me. He liked it when we played board games or watched movies, or put together puzzles while listening to Frank Herbert's Dune, or Asimov's Foundation. 
He didn't like it when the focus was on himself. It made him all...flustered.
Sure, I found it annoying. But I'd give anything to be annoyed, again. Instead of...well. Alone.
I grabbed a short, stout glass out of the cupboard and used it to shovel up some chips of ice from the ice rack in the freezer. Whiskey wasn't so bad on the rocks. I'd gotten used to the smokey taste of it. It helped to disguise the smell and flavor of alcohol by mixing it. Preferably with something inconspicuous, like coke, in one of those paper soda fountain cups, or a personal water bottle. But with so much free time alone at the house, there wasn’t much need.
Besides, I almost relished the idea of Dad catching me in the act, this time. He’d walk in the door, home early from work, and he’d find me lounging on the couch with a drink in my hand, and he would be frustrated, and upset, and then maybe we would finally hash it out. Hash everything out. It would be scary, but at least it wouldn’t be…this. This quiet, terrible, hollow feeling. When I was drinking, I could push it away, ignore it. For a while. But it always came back.
I zoned out for a while, sipping scotch whiskey and letting YouTube play. When I checked the clock on the hutch in the corner, it read fifteen past one.
How long did it take Michael Wallace Turner to commute home from work? I wasn’t sure. He’d been working late almost every day for months now, working on some new development contract.
Apparently, he was in high demand. Which was weird to me. If he was such a big shot, why were we living here? And why was he driving an old Toyota?
I knew the school had contacted his office. I was there, in the principal's office, when they placed the call. And yet, my phone hadn't dinged with any text or call notifications. I waited, expecting to hear the crunch of Dad's Toyota RAV4 in the gravel driveway. Instead of just the ASMR video on the TV, and the ice chips clinking around in the glass.
I checked my phone for any messages again, and saw none. I took another pull of whiskey, set down the glass, and sat back. I was starting to feel tired. And...numb. I was actually starting to relax. My eyelids sagged and fell.
I dreamed. It was both wonderful and terrible.
Me, my dad, my mom, and my little sister, Gemma, at some kind of beach. I was cross-legged on the sand, my earbuds in, listening to a book while I put together a sand castle. Dad was under an umbrella, reading a mass market paperback, the kind you come across at the airport. Meanwhile, both Mom and Gemma were in the water, splashing, swimming, playing. They waved to me, trying to usher me into the water with them. I smiled and shook my head, absorbed in the castle building.
I couldn't place the book I was listening to, or even what kind of book it was. Maybe that was when some part of me figured out it was a dream. Because the more I focused on the words, the more I realized there was no order or meaning to it. It was nonsense. It was nothing.
"The in or as with and, top give was said, he...carves with ant sword, if-"
Sometimes, the words would almost start to make sense, leaning towards some kind of structure, before falling apart again. 
Frowning, I wiped the sand from my palms and reached into the pocket of my swim shorts. I pulled out my phone to check the app, see if the audio was skipping. Maybe the file was corrupted.
Unfortunately, the phone screen was black. Blank. The audio kept playing, but the phone was unresponsive.
Great. Busted.
I looked up, pulling the wireless buds out of my ears. "My phone's bust-"
Mom and Gemma. They were gone.
I stood, holding up one hand as a visor, squinting against the sunlight refracting off of the waves. The tide was low. When they'd waved to me, the water had only been up to their shins. It was hard to stay beneath the waves, in water like that. To disappear. So where...
I was starting to panic. Something was off. 
"Dad," I said, without turning around. I was afraid to take my eyes off the water in case I spotted something. But it didn't make sense to think they'd been carried off by the tide. The waves were so gentle. Unassuming.
I waited. And waited. Anxious.
"Dad!"
No answer.
I spun around. "DAD!"
He was still sitting under the sunbrella, reading his stupid book. He looked completely absorbed. His eyes flicked back and forth. He flipped a page. And another. 
I ran toward him. "Dad, something's wrong! Something's- Dad, look at me!"
Michael Wallace Turner flipped yet another page, never averting his eyes from the text.
I was fuming now. Exasperated. Terrified. 
I grabbed the book, wrenched it out of his hands—for a split second I could see the words on the pages moving as if alive, scrolling left to right like code on a computer—and tossed it.
Now I had his attention. All of it. But his eyes were wide. Too wide. His face twisted into a snarl. He grit his teeth, his mouth taking on uncanny dimensions as his jaw fell, pulling away, unhinging like that of a snake-

"Silas."
My eyes snapped open. I was back at the house, lying on the couch. I was breathing hard, chest inflating and deflating like a balloon. A film of cold sweat clung to my cheeks and forehead. Cool blue dusklight shone in through the windows, giving the walls and furniture an eerie, silhouetted cast. The sun's farewell kiss before the night took over.
A dream. A nightmare. 
A psychiatrist would have a field day with it. Not just in the ways the dream echoed what had happened, but in the ways it was different. Regardless, the experience had awakened all that dormant stress and trauma, unleashing it into the forefront of my consciousness. It would take more alcohol to put it back to sleep again. But I had other immediate concerns, as well.
Someone was in the room with me. Standing awkwardly, facing the couch. I could see the outline of his windbreaker and the silvery sheen of the metal rims of his glasses.
"Silas." Stern, this time.
So he was upset, then? 
Now that he was here, and it was actually happening, I wasn't sure how to feel about it. I mean, what had taken him so long? And what, now? What exactly did he intend to do about it?
He suddenly seemed so timid, standing there, waiting for me to respond.
"That's my name," I said.
"I'm sorry."
I hesitated, unsure of what to say. I sat up. Slowly.
"You're sorry?"
"I didn't know this was going to happen. I swear I didn't. You don't deserve this. But it's too late now."
His voice had taken on a sharp, serrated edge. 
I cocked my head. "Dad, it...it was just alcohol."
"...what?" Now it was my dad's turn to look confused. I couldn't see his face in the darkness, but it was plain in his body language.
"At school," I said. "Did...did no one tell you?"
Michael Wallace Turner held up an open palm toward me. Closed it. Shook his head. "We can deal with that later."
"Later?" I said. "Seriously?" 
I glanced over at the clock on the wall. It had glow-in-the-dark hands. 
"Six-thirty," I said, turning back to him. "The principal called your office at eleven-thirty. I've been waiting here since noon."
I was getting confrontational. Which wasn't normal for me, particularly with Dad, but things had been building for a while now, and it was all coming to a head. I was too lonely, and I was too afraid. And to be honest, something was just off about all this, in the same way things had been off in the dream.
"I've been...busy," Dad said. "I can explain in the car."
"The...car?" I said. "Going where?"
Dad came and sat next to me on the couch. He put his hands on my shoulders. He was close, and my eyes and brain were adjusting to the darkness, so it was easier to see his expression. The worry in his eyes. The tension in his jaw.
“I have failed you,” he said. “I’ve continued to fail you. In more ways than one. And I know that ‘sorry’ isn’t enough. But I’m still your father. I’m still responsible for you. And right now, I need you to trust me. I need you to do as I say.”
He was looking me directly in the eyes. For the first time since...
(before)
Maybe for the first time ever. He’d never been great at this kind of direct, personal communication. But he was doing it. He was pulling out all the stops. 
I stood. I was keenly aware of the half-full glass of whiskey on the end table next to the couch. I wanted it. But maybe, for now, it could wait. “Do I need to bring anything? Clothes?”
He stood as well, shaking his head. “No. No clothes.”
“Homework?” I said. “I can grab my bag.”
“There’s nothing here we need. We just need to hurry.”
That uneasiness crept in again. That sense of foreboding. But there was nothing for it but to trust my dad.
He led me out the front door. It was a clear, cloudless night, but not quite dark enough yet to see many stars.
We were halfway to the car when I stopped in my tracks. “Dad, we didn’t lock the front door.”
But Michael Wallace Turner just shook his head, already opening the driver’s door. “Get in, Silas.”
It hit me. Full-on in the chest, like a physical sensation. 
Something momentous was happening. Passage over a threshold from which there would be no return. It was potent. It was…in the air.
“Silas.”
I walked toward the car, only stopping once to look back at the house. 
Was this the last time I was going to see this place? Was there anything I should grab? Keepsakes to remember my old life by? Was I just being paranoid, anyway?
But then, before I could stop myself, I was in the front passenger seat, and buckled.
Michael Wallace Turner started the engine. The headlights lit up the front of the house like stage lights. Dad craned his neck to look over his shoulder, backing out of the driveway.
"Now that I'm in the car," I said. "Are you gonna tell me where we're headed?"
"To be honest, kid," he said, pulling out onto the street. "I don't know."
Now, suddenly, he was avoiding eye contact again. Like normal. His eyes were on the road. His eyebrows were knit together, tense with concentration. He was speeding a little. 
We went a couple of blocks and made a turn. As we did, a black SUV pulled out behind us, keeping close. Usually, my dad hated tailgaters, but he didn't comment on it. 
We made another turn. Another black SUV pulled out onto the street, this time in front of us, wedging us between the two of them. I glanced over at my dad, expecting some kind of reaction, and got none.
"Dad-"
"I'm going to explain everything," he said. 'I just- I need to focus, right now."
I swallowed and stared ahead. I couldn't help but notice there was no license plate on the back of the SUV in front of us.
"I gotta be honest. This is getting pretty weird."
"'Weird' is not the operating word I would use," said Michael Wallace Turner. There was a little rivulet of sweat making its way down the side of his neck.
I sat back and folded my arms. Being demanding and indignant wouldn't accomplish much. I could see that. Not to mention that, after all, he was my father, even if he hadn't acted much like it in the past few months. And what should I do, open the door and dive out of a moving vehicle?
We were heading up an on-ramp and onto the freeway, speeding up, still wedged fairly tight between the two SUVs. The freeway was busy, but not packed. 
"I've been taking liquor out of the pantry," I said.
"I know," said Michael Wallace Turner. There was a sadness in his words. Uncertainty. Regret.
"I got caught drinking in school," I said.
"I...kind of inferred that," said Michael Wallace Turner.
Then it was quiet in the car, except for the hum and rumble of the freeway. I knew what I wanted to say, but I couldn't bring myself to say it. How could I?
Pockets of light traveled along etchings and scratches in the corners of the windshield, cast by the headlights of passing cars and trapped there before winking out. Then, a bigger light appeared in the rearview mirror. Like a blot of bright yellow paint on a dark-grey canvas. It was high and far off, like a spotlight. And it was growing.
I turned to look over my shoulder.
Dad caught the side of my head with one hand, his palm obstructing my vision of the back window. He was looking at me.
"Don't," he said. "Don't look at the light."
My heart stopped.
Past my dad's head, out the driver's window, the world was luminous and bright, as if the sun had risen suddenly. 
"Dad!?"
The car shook, and not just from the vibrations of the freeway. It was a deep and distant shaking that steadily grew in intensity, as if something big, something terrible, was traveling in and through the ground, getting closer. The world outside the car was nearly white with color, blinding.
Something impacted the side of the Toyota. 
Dad swore. He turned the wheel, tried to correct the car as it swerved. 
Another impact.
Everything spun. We were in the air. Untethered. My guts were in my mouth.
Amid the chaos, and despite the white hot flash which seemed to have consumed the world, I saw the asphalt road above us through the windshield, coming down toward us like a black hammer.
On instinct, I did something I knew I shouldn't. I pressed my hands up against the ceiling of the car. I braced.
Just before the loud crash.
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(before) 

Three loud, hard knocks rang on the bedroom door.
I was lying on my bed, a few pillows propped behind my neck and back, a PS4 controller in my hands. 
Supposedly this was bad for your posture, but I'd set up a TV next to my closet years ago, and it was the only way I knew how to play at this point. There was something about being able to wake up from a nap, roll over, turn on the TV, and just start playing.
Sure, I could bring in a chair, but I liked the extra floor space. That was part of why I didn't have a computer desk. Just a laptop I kept in a drawer next to the bed. When I needed to do work on a computer, I sat back on the bed and pulled my laptop out of the drawer. Bad for my back, but great for my living space. My chiropractor would probably hear about it somewhere down the line—if I ever had one—but not today. Today, I was just trying to relax and be left alone, on my own time, on a Saturday morning.
Please.
Three more knocks. Louder than before.
"Go awaaay!" I said. Loud enough to be heard through the door, and loud enough that Mom or Dad might even overhear and tell Gemma to 'leave your brother alone.' After all, I knew it was her. Mom and Dad didn't knock like that. They rapped on the door. Little tappity-tap-taps. Not the BAM-BAM-BAM's. 
The knob turned.
Shoot. I really needed to get a lock on that thing.
"Busy!" I said, just as Gemma burst through the door.
"Nice try, biiiiitch," she said, throwing herself onto the bed. She was still in her pajamas and had her hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her hair was darker than Mom's, which was more of an auburn color. In fact, she had a lot of Dad's features, like his nose, and eye color.
One thing she hadn't inherited from Dad was his laid-back introversion.
The impact on the mattress caused me to bounce sideways. I landed on one foot on the carpet, righted myself, and paused the game. "Gemma, it's nine in the morning."
"Mom wants to know if you want to come to brunch with us."
"Did you try to text me?" I said.
"Seriously?" Gemma said. She was in a kneeling position on the bed, bouncing up and down. "You’re literally next door to me.”
Gemma and I were born two years apart, but sometimes I thought we'd originated from entirely separate societies.
"You coming,” she said, “Or not?"
I glanced at the pause menu on the TV. Back at her. "No. I'm good."
She stepped off the bed, one hand on her hip. "You don't want to come to brunch with us?"
"Are you trying to do that thing mom does, where she asks me the question again, but in a slightly judgmental tone of voice to try and get me to second-guess my decision?"
Now there were two hands on Gemma's hips. "Am I?"
I laid back on the bed. Un-paused the game.
"Come on!" Gemma said, openly frustrated. "You're always in here!"
"Gemma," I said, my eyes on the TV. "You can't force me to do things."
In fact, with my personality, the more you tried to coerce me into something, the less likely I was to go along with it. Something I could point out to her, but why be that helpful?
She took a couple of steps back, looming in the doorway. "Are you really not coming with us to Granite Falls this year?"
I shook my head. I was in the middle of a boss fight, and I was trying to focus.
"Why?"
I shrugged. "I just don't want to."
"Is it because Dad's not coming, either?"
I shook my head. "No." 
I was pretty sure, anyway. It wasn't like I was acting out, or anything. Why should I be upset? Dad had work, was all. Couldn't take the time off, even though we'd booked the cabin several months in advance. It wasn't a big deal. Not really.
"Okay..." Gemma took another step backward, through the doorway and into the hall. Her hands were clasped behind her back. "Well...if you change your mind, let us know."
"I will," I said.
"Silas?”
She was still in the doorway.
“Yeah?”
“Is everything okay?”
I used the game as a pretense to avoid her eyes. “Why would you ask that?”
“Because you're being lame?”
I was quiet, pretending to take a minute to think about it.
“I just like having time alone.”
“I know that-“
“I’m not a bouncy ball of social energy, like you."
She gave me a hurt look. “Stop acting like I don't know you. Something's up."
“No, you're just-” I broke off. I was getting worked up, and I didn’t even know why.
Yes, you do. Something is off, and you can't explain what it is, but you know it's there, and it’s eating away at you like acid. All your insides are bubbling up.
“We’ll hang out,” I said. “Just not right now.”
“And not at Granite Falls?”
Before I could come up with an answer, Gemma’s phone beeped. She pulled it out of the pocket of her pajama pants.
“Mom wants to head out soon. Do you want us to bring you anything?”
I shook my head. I rarely ate breakfast. I was planning on grabbing a cup of black coffee from downstairs later on.
“Okay,” Gemma said, putting the phone back in her pocket. “I love you, you know?”
“You too,” I said. “Go get ready for your brunch, or whatever.”
She grabbed the knob. In the process of slowly closing the door, she blew a kiss, winked, and pointed finger guns at me.
“Gross,” I said.
“Later, bitch!” She said, and slammed the door.
Why was she so fond of that word lately?
I paused the game. I waited as her footfalls receded down the hall. Then the thump-thump-thump as she made her way down the stairs. Probably on her way to get some water or use the bathroom.
I reached down and pulled a flask out from between the mattress and box spring. Slim and black, with a matte texture on the sides, and a bronze cap. 
I unscrewed the cap and took a good, long pull, three or four swallows. It was straight vodka, cheap, and with a hint of a chemical flavor, burning on the way down. 
I screwed the cap back on and stashed the flask back under the mattress.
I grabbed a stick of Big Red gum out of my drawer and chewed it to mask my breath, in case Gemma came back.
I un-paused the game.
Did I feel guilty in that moment? Those moments?
Yeah. To the point where it was a physical feeling, sometimes. A sinking, pulling sensation down in my gut. An empty feeling.
And yet, my stomach was warm from the liquor, and a hit of dopamine was setting in as my brain anticipated the effects of the alcohol.
Despite every instinct insisting otherwise, I told myself three things.
Nothing was wrong. Everything was fine. Everything was going to be okay.
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AFTER [the light] 


Bubbles. The gurgle of air moving up inside a water cooler. It echoes, as if I'm inside the five gallon drum of water. 
I'm weightless. Floating.
I can't feel my surroundings. No breeze. No cold. No heat. It's an environment without an atmosphere. A planet without gravity.
It's also dark. Pitch dark. Which is pretty unsettling, on top of everything else. 
Then, I see it. Not here, in the darkness, but in my mind. Windshield of my dad's car being shattered as it slammed into the asphalt.
My heart rate jumps, throbbing painfully in my ribcage, a muted tump, tump, tump joining that eerie bubbling sound.
I was thrust into a strange kind of terror, back there in the car. The terror of unknown things, things I hadn't understood. Things I still didn't. And on top of that, I now have to deal with the horror of this sensory void I find myself trapped in.
I open my mouth to call out. But instead of words, there's just gurgling sounds. I can feel the bubbles this time, brushing against my nose and forehead on the way up. There's more of them, because I'm actively using my lungs rather than absently breathing out through my nose.
Mystery solved, I guess. But only in a vague way that just introduces more mysteries.
I've been breathing in through my mouth and out through my nose this whole time, I realize. This makes me self-conscious of my breathing apparatus. I can feel it, now, in a way I couldn't before, because it was just there, and had been for some time, in the same way that you might use a word all the time without ever actually hearing it, until one day you are drawn to the strangeness of it, the way your lips have to move as it travels off the tongue.
There's a pipe. Inside my throat. I'm pretty sure it goes all the way down into my lungs, or something. It's slim as it enters my mouth, through a rubber mouth-guard thing, clenched between my teeth. But then it widens out into something like a vacuum tube, pressed hard against the walls of my throat.
An image pops up on the projector screen of my mind. That scene in The Matrix, when Neo wakes up in the vat.
I'd prefer a more lighthearted example, like Luke in the Bacta Tank, or the Saiyans in their healing pods in Dragonball Z, but my heart's not in it at the moment. Right now, I'm feeling 'Neo'.
The good news is that this is probably just a weird dream, or a bad trip brought on by hallucinogens, or something. I don't like the implication that my senses are disconnected from reality, and that I don't have any bearings or control, but the upside is, I can just ride it out, and eventually it will end, and things can go back to being normal.
Semi-normal.
The point is, reality will eventually re-assert itself. I have to believe that.
In the meantime, the pipe in my throat, now that I'm aware of it, is becoming markedly uncomfortable, and the complete darkness is starting to get to me.
I get the idea to swim around in this fluid I'm encased in, see if there's anything I can grab onto, interact with. 
I tilt forward, stretching my legs behind me and reaching out with my arms.
Before I can get my body horizontal, both my feet and hands press against something. My feet are covered, maybe in some kind of shoe. But my bare hands are dealing with a smooth, hard, concave surface. The inside of a glass cylinder.
So it is more like a Bacta Tank than a Matrix submersion vat. Though, I'm having trouble finding much encouragement in the thought.
Braced against the glass, I maneuver in a circle, feeling for...something. A button? A handle or lever?
I take a breath, and bubbles escape from my nose, making the cylinder feel like the inside of a water cooler, again. But then, there's another sound too. It's muffled because it's coming from outside the tank. It's a whirring, blaring sound. Like an alarm.
Okay. Unnerving. 
I continue to rotate, still unsure what I'm looking for. Whatever I'm doing, it seems better than just sitting and waiting for the unknown.
C'mon, c'mon-
Light. Sudden, blinding light. A small crack at first, right down the middle of the glass. Expanding. A barrier sliding open outside the tank. Revealing the world beyond. The next phase of this psychedelic episode I can't seem to escape.
It takes some time to adjust. I close my eyes, then open them just a crack. How long has it supposedly been since my eyes were exposed to anything outside this dark tube?
There's a grinding hum, making the fluid vibrate around me as the barrier continues to recede. As it pulls back, it also descends, leaving me completely exposed in...
Well, I have no idea where I am. But I'm not alone.
My tube is elevated on some kind of platform. And it's not the only one. At a glance, there are a good dozen other tubes, lined up in rows, each one with its own person floating in the fluid, like fetuses in the womb, with breathing tubes for umbilical cords. A dark, skin-tight material covers their bodies, stopping only at the wrists and from the neck up. There are a variety of different body shapes, skin tones, and hair colors. Each tubular resident appears calm, barely moving, hair floating about the head in a gaseous way, like a nebula. I get the impression they're all still asleep. All but myself.
Though my immediate impression is of bright, unbearable light, there are lots of shadowed corners and gaps in the space, despite the intermittent rows of square, palm-sized lights, sometimes shining up from the floor, other times beaming down from the low ceiling. There are no windows, and no doors—at least, from where I'm standing. Or floating. There's an industrial, utilitarian vibe to the room. It's not bright, or colorful, or pleasant to the eyes. It is only what it needs to be—whatever that is. Or needed, as I can't shake the feeling this place was abandoned at some point. I can see a waist-high console at one side of the room, with buttons and levers and dials, and a black, blank screen, but there are no chairs, and no coffee cups left about. Thick populations of dust hover about in the cones of light.
Wait. There's something else. Moving between the shadows. Slow. Steady. Meticulous. Low to the ground, with six thin, tensile legs that extend and retract in length like pistons.
My heart makes a flying leap up into my throat, like it's trying to clamber out through the breathing tube.
It's a robot, is all it is. But there's more to it than that. In some ways, it resembles the walking, self-balancing robots the military's been developing. The ones they show off in viral videos, where they try to trip them or knock them over to see how they'll adapt. Part of the charm of those videos, though, is the fact that the robots themselves look stupid, and frankly, pretty harmless. This one does not. It’s not a prototype, engineered with an attitude of wonder, exploration, and discovery of what’s possible. This is a tool, built with a specific function in mind. It moves with a purpose, using its skittish, spider-like appendages. 
A camera rotates on top of its body, like a periscope, scanning its surroundings. Sitting next to the camera is some kind of attached cylinder, running horizontally atop the robotic creature.
There’s more of them. Three or four, weaving amid the tubes, scanning with their little cameras. Meanwhile, a warning siren continues its wail, emanating from somewhere in…well, whatever this is supposed to be. I don’t think it’s in this room. It’s coming from some other part of the complex.
One of the bots comes to a stop next to one of the tubes. It swivels, turning its body to face the glass. It arches its legs, which extend in length, bringing the robotic creation up tall. The cylinder on its head—or back? Whichever—moves forward into position, one end pressed against the glass, in front of the chest of the tube’s occupant.
A slim, grey metal rod shoots out—KA-CHUNK—of the cylinder, like an injection needle, piercing the glass—a massive web of cracks splintering outward from the point of impact—and piercing the person inside the tank.
Dark, crimson blood leaks out of the body, misting inside the tank, staining the fluid like food dye, painting the surface of the glass.
The rod retracts. A thin faucet-width of bloody water flows out through the hole, dripping down. The body inside the tank shrivels, curling in on itself. A dark, misshapen form, like a drowned mouse in a wineglass.
The robot turns, its legs tapping and clacking on the concrete floor as it moves to the next tube in its row.
The purpose of these tools is clear now. They're here to kill. To eliminate all these people, whoever they are.
It's disturbing. The automated utilitarianism of it. Lives taken with the press of a button, without the need to burden human hands with the deed.
I don't know what's supposed to be going on here. I see human beings in stasis, tucked away like canned fruit in Mason jars. And someone's in the cellar, breaking the shelves, letting the jars crash to the floor.
I'm about to be part of the massacre. I'm near the corner opposite from where the bots have begun their work, but they'll get to me soon enough. In the meantime, glass continues to crack, and hearts burst. Human lives tick away.
It's unthinkable, letting something like this happen right in front of me. To me.
I refuse to go out like this. Even if this is a dream. Perhaps especially.
I brace my feet against the glass behind me, and one of my hands against the glass in front of me.
There's something weird about that hand. Both of them, really. But I shut that part of my brain up as soon as it starts to make a ruckus. I can't afford to fixate on it right now.
I punch the glass.
THUNK.
No cracks. Just smooth glass, and the muffled noise of the impact. I'd like to think there's another sound, a subtle creaking, something starting to give way, but it might just be wishful thinking.
I draw my fist back for another blow.
The bots are drawing close, making quick work, only spending one or two seconds on each injection before moving on to the next tank. Only seconds have passed, and their work is almost done.
I hit the glass with my fist. 
THUNK.
This time, faint cracks spread out in a spiral pattern.
I wind up for another hit.
Beyond the cracks in the glass, I glimpse the back of the girl in the tank next to mine. She's moving, wriggling in the water, long black hair flailing. She's awake, like me. She can see what's happening. She's-
Gemma?
The thought settles in, and I can't shake free of it. She has the same build, the same hair. And as she struggles in the fluid of the tank, all I see is the churning water at Granite Falls.
Is this what it was like? And is this my punishment for it? To watch helplessly as the life is drained from her, all over again?
Or is this some kind of...second chance?
It's impossible, of course. But it's another idea that doesn't want to let go of me.
I beat repeatedly against the glass, alternating fists. The cracks splinter and grow, making long, spindly fingers.
The girl is kicking against the glass of her own tank. She screams, and a flurry of bubbles escape from between her lips.
One of the bots performs an injection on the tank directly next to hers. Then it approaches her, wading through bloody, ankle-deep water. If there's a drainage system in the room, it must be closed up, or clogged, because it's not working properly. But what a thing to think about when I'm slamming my fists into a glass tube so I can stop the murder robots.
THUNK.
KRICK-ICK-ICK-ICK.
Thick, white etchings in the glass, extending all the way to the edges of my vision. It's almost there. Just about to shatter.
The bot places the end of its killing cylinder against the girl's tank. 
Gemma—rationally I know it can't be her, but it's all I can think when I look at her—moves around, trying to avoid the metal rod that's about to puncture the glass. But of course she won't be able to. She can't move quickly enough, and she doesn't have the space to maneuver, anyway.
Both feet planted hard against the glass behind me, body arched, I slam both my fists into the glass.
The glass smashes apart, creating a portal through which the water flows, pulling me with it. The pressure release is like a dam bursting. I'm yanked through the opening, feet-first, the oxygen pipe keeping my face connected to the top of the tank. I dangle with my feet just barely touching the wet floor, a painful pulling sensation in my throat. 
IDIOT!
I grab the breathing apparatus and yank, wrenching it up and out of my throat. As I let go of it, I nearly fall over, but manage to right myself, landing fully on my feet.
I'm too late. Red clouds of blood proliferate in the tank. Gemma's cringing in on herself. Her hands are pressed hard against her...side?
So the attack missed her heart. Perhaps it missed any of her vitals. 
Hope swells in my chest, but is then overtaken by roiling currents of fury. 
I can't lose her. Not again.
An insane thought. But it propels me all the same.
The killer robot lines up the cylinder for another injection, this time aiming for Gemma's face.
I leap toward the bot. I shove it, so it's knocked away from the glass at an angle, trying to hold itself upright. For a second, it does almost look like the robots in the viral videos.
I grab the cylinder mounted on its back with both hands. I brace one foot against its hull, pushing. And then I pull with my arms.
Weirdly, I haven't stopped to consider whether this will actually work. There's a fire in me. Instinct, anger, and adrenaline are the fuel. I want to disable this thing. I want to destroy it.
As I pull, the cylinder breaks free from the frame with a series of snaps, until it's connected only by several colored, taut wires, a couple of which are sparking. Another quick yank, and the wires snap, and the force throws the robot off balance again. The camera on its body swivels toward me. I see the dark outline of my upper body in the lens. Grimacing, I slam the cylinder down like a club, crushing the camera, turning it into a mangled mess of electronics and metal pieces. The bot caves a little, uneasy on its feet. Then, it spreads out its legs. Six loud thumps as piston mechanisms on the outside of the legs ram downward in the floor, lodging the bot in place. It makes a sad chirping sound, and a red light starts flashing on its side.
Two thoughts. 
The first: It's about to self-destruct. It's just waiting for the confirmation signal. But that will only take a couple of seconds. Three. Maybe five at most.
Then: How, and why, do I know that?
Time is short. The bots have been efficient with their work. I and this girl in the tank next to me are the only ones still alive. For now.
I wind up the cylindrical injection piece like a bat and swing it into the glass. The impact sends vibrations jittering up my fingers and palms. 
Glass shatters. Clear fluid gushes through in some places, and squirts in others, misting my shoulders and face.
Another swing. 
The smash is deafening in my left ear. A flood of liquid crashes into me. I keep my head above the flow, dropping the makeshift bat and holding out my arms to catch Gemma. Her feet come first. I wrap one arm around her thighs. Her long, wet hair is matted against her face. The breathing tube protrudes between her lips. I grab it and pull, extracting the pipe from her throat. 
Her lips close as soon as the apparatus is out, but other than that, there's no movement, no reaction. Maybe she's slipped back into unconsciousness. If she's even still alive.
Little skeins of blood run down her legs, down my arms and chest. I catch her, looping an arm under her back and cradling her body against mine.
A loud bang. More glass, splintering and falling into the ankle-deep fluid with a series of splashes. There's the burnt tang of gunpowder in the air, taking me back to that time my dad took me target shooting with one of his work buddies.
The other two bots are on the move, ducking between the tanks, firing off semi-automatic shots.
Holding Gemma tight against me, I veer around her broken tank and run in the opposite direction the bots are moving, kicking up violent sprays of water, maneuvering parallel to their position, hoping it will make me harder to hit. Bullets cut past me, pinging and ricocheting. Water splashes. Sparks fly. Chunks of concrete are tossed up into the air.
I approach the console at one side of the room, with its buttons and blank screen. I get down into a commando slide, skidding through the water, using the console as cover. Bullets hit the electronics, making loud fizzes and more sparks. There's a sound like something powering down, and then a wide door slides open in the corner ahead of me. Some kind of safety measure? 
I get up into a full run once I'm past cover. Somehow, amid all the chaos, I can make out the splishing sounds of robot legs stabbing and sluicing through the water, getting louder and closer. There's a current now, flowing through the new opening in the room, like the drain under a sidewalk on a rainy day. 
Straining to stay ahead of my pursuers, I leap through the doorway and into a dank, poorly lit hallway, with running water babbling and echoing, and pool-like reflections glinting on the ceiling and walls.
Then the room behind me explodes.
It's a slap from the hand of God himself. I'm lifted off my feet, thrown. 
Using reflexes I didn't know I had, I pivot, turning my back to the door. My shoulder slams into the far wall. Shards of glass hit my neck and the back of my head. The air is humid and hot as airborne water turns to steam. Then, it sears, as a wave of intense heat washes through the doorway. An arm of fire reaches through, flickering just next to my face for a second, before dropping away. A series of metallic crunches and crashes ring out in the confined space as pieces of the pursuing bots slam against the wall, mere feet behind me, before splashing into the shallow waves.
I brace, holding my body over Gemma's like a shield. Waiting. Waiting for...something. But nothing comes. The danger is seemingly over. 
I slump to the ground, gasping for air in a room where the oxygen has been sucked away and displaced. Everything feels so quiet and still now, even though the blaring of the alarm continues, and a miniature river echoes loudly in the passage. The air smells of charred wiring, scorched metal, and some of my own burnt hair.
I still hold Gemma in my arms, keeping her face above the water. A face shrouded by the thick locks of wet hair stuck against her forehead and cheeks.
I brush the hair out of her face. I take in a sharp breath.
It’s not her. 
She has the hair. The pale skin. The profile. But she doesn’t have Gemma’s face. She doesn’t have my mom’s grey-blue eyes, or Dr. Michael Wallace Turner’s nose, or that mole on the left side of her chin. 
These are not things that made Gemma who she was. But they are what made her impossible to mistake.
This girl. She’s not Gemma.
But why should she be? What real reason did I have to believe it? Beyond mere wanting, and a misplaced sense of hope?
You can’t change the past. You can’t bring back the dead. Except in stories. And even then, there’s usually some severe caveat, because writers understand there’s an element of wrongness to it. The desire to thwart death goes against nature and the order of the world itself. 
But that’s no consolation to me.
This girl’s eyes are closed. She is pale and still, like a porcelain doll. 
She appears to be breathing. A slow rise and fall of the chest.
I brush aside some of her hair so I can feel her pulse at the side of her neck. I notice my hand again. Again, my brain acknowledges something is wrong. But I’m no longer in fight-or-flight mode—or at least, the same degree of it. I can’t ignore this anymore.
Now, suddenly, my circumstances have taken on a great deal of weight. Crashing down on me. Crushing me.
I don’t know where I am. I don’t know what’s happened to me. I’ve awakened in some strange complex of unknown purpose or origin. There’s a girl here, in my arms, who is not Gemma, but there's a hole in her abdomen, leaking blood into the water, and if I don't do anything, she's probably going to die soon. And my hand...well. It's not my hand. It's...something else.
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