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			Dedication

			For Babaysh— You always know what I want to hear, what I don’t want to hear, and what I need to hear. Thank you for your eagle eye.

			For Rooney – From day one of this book, you’ve had my back. Thank you for encouraging me to push forward.

			For Morgi – it’s always for you, and always will be for you.

		

	
		
			1

			I always liked the sounds the house makes when it wakes up. There’s that kind of weird silence followed by the gradual tones and shifts through the walls. Usually, the roof creaks when the first light hits it, and the floorboards crackle. Even though the house is only ten years old, it still makes those morning settling noises like it’s stretching its arms to start the day, readying itself for the onslaught of feet and hands that will soon make their way over every inch of it.

			The first person to wake up is my mom. Always. She has some weird internal clock thing going on and swears to God that ever since my sister Sydney was born she can’t sleep past 6:00 am. Ever. She’s loudly fussing with brown paper bags for our lunches for today. I’ve told her a thousand times that I end up throwing it out. I mean, really, what high school senior do you know who still brings his own lunch to school? But she does it anyway. I guess she means well. Dad is up next. He has an alarm clock that I hear through the wall. It’s a muffled sound, like something underwater. I hear him smack it off, mumble some morning obscenity, and hop into the shower. When the water turns on, that’s Sydney’s cue to wake up. Her bedroom is on the other side of theirs. The head of her bed lines up directly with the back wall of my parents’ shower. Sydney is nine. And loud. She does whatever nine-year-old girls do when they wake up and runs down the hall to meet Mom in the kitchen. That’s my cue to get up.

			But I don’t. Not right now.

			I don’t want to go to school today. I don’t want to sit in some boring classes and hear about some boring stuff I’m not going to need or use at any point in my life. Even seeing Lana Anderson in 5th period isn’t enough for me to pull the covers off my body and do my morning routine. I don’t have the strength. I don’t have the will. What the hell does it matter anyway?

			“Griffin!” Sydney yells from down the hallway. 

			“Yeah?” I yell back after a long pause.

			“C’mon, Griffin! We’re gonna be late! Mommy says you have to walk with me to the bus stop!” She’s such a whiney little thing, but I guess all girls that age are.

			“No, I don’t! I’m driving!” I retaliate.

			She stamps closer to my room. Her footfalls heavy on the porcelain tile in the hallway; the soles of her “grown-up girl” shoes clicking and clacking like tap shoes on a dancer. My bedroom door flings open, and she dramatically exhales. I duck under the covers, hoping she’ll just go away, just go away, just go away…

			“Don’t you reeee-mem-buh?” she says slowly in her annoying sister-voice as she stands in the doorway. “Daddy has to take the car to the shop and needs your car for work. You have to take the bus today!”

			I forgot. Now I’m pissed. What high school senior do you know takes the bus to school? She’s still standing there—her shoes still tapping against the metal threshold. She exhales again.

			“Jesus Christ, Syd!” I say angrily as I throw off the covers and sit up.

			Sydney stands in my doorway. Her neck is twisted to one side. Blood drips from the side of her head, making a gentle tapping sound against the metal threshold. Fear grips me for a brief second, and I jolt.

			I wake up.

			I’m not in my house.

			My parents are not in their morning routine mode. Sydney is not nagging me to get out of bed.

			Those people don’t exist anymore, and it has been quite some time since I’ve seen them—even in my dreams.

			The room I wake up in is white. Sterile. It smells like medicine, like anti-bacterial soap in a hospital or something. I’m wearing a white gown and there’s some sticky circle thing attached to my chest. I’m on a metal gurney. This has to be a hospital. The sticky circle on my chest has a wire attached to it, but it hangs on the floor. There are no machines or monitors in the room, very un-hospital-like, but I’m clean. That much I know for sure. There’s no stench of death or bile or rotten meat. No smell of infection. I reach my hand up to touch my face. My hands are clean, fingernails cut and probably highly sanitized. When my finger reaches my cheek, rough stubble on the sides of my face, chin, and upper lip scratch at my fingertips. I never let my face get this stubbly—God knows how long it’s been since I’ve shaved. I look down at my right arm and there’s a bruise and small hole in the crook on the opposite side of my elbow. Medicine, probably. Antibiotics, fluids, whatever else they give you in a hospital.

			I sit up and look around the room. There’s nothing here but me, a door, and a mirror, and I’ve seen one too many movies to know that that’s not just any mirror. Someone’s there watching me. And wouldn’t you know it, the second I swivel my legs off the gurney to stand up, the door flies open and a man wearing a white suit enters the room.

			White suit. That day in the city. Flesh in my mouth. Purple gas cloud.

			“You’re awake. That’s good,” he says nervously from behind his face gear. His voice sounds almost mechanical, and he’s breathing heavily.

			I stare at him. I’m not sure if I can talk. I don’t really want to, but could I if I tried? Do my vocal cords still work? Am I normal again?

			“Dr. Holston will be taking you down to the observation room now that you’re up,” he continues as he moves closer to me with a jerky awkward motion. Maybe it’s the suit, but I swear he’s afraid. No. I can tell. He’s afraid. 

			I inhale deeply and smell the sweat coating the palms of his hands. Even though he’s wearing those big bulky gloves, I smell it. I smell him. His flesh. His fear. That lightly roasted aroma. It’s faint, but I know it’s there. I have an awareness of this man’s body, but there’s an absence of the hunger. I don’t have the urge to eat his face, and I don’t have the need to devour his entrails. I’m not hungry. Not driven. I have the memory of the hunger, the need, the taste. I have the memory of it all, but I’m not hungry.

			“Are you hungry?” he asks. 

			I roll my eyes.

			He gives a slight chuckle. A nervous chuckle. “Can you stand up?”

			My shoulders rise in an “I-don’t-know” gesture. I’m afraid to open my mouth to speak. Afraid to try. Afraid of what my voice will sound like.

			“Can you talk?”

			I roll my eyes again.

			He moves closer to me, removes his gloves, and places them next to me on the gurney. He seems a little more relaxed as he reaches into his pocket and takes out a small flashlight. Like something from a doctor’s office.

			“Open your eyes wide,” he instructs as he aims the ray of light into my pupils. “Hmmm. Okay. Open your mouth and say ‘ah’.”

			I open my mouth, but no sound comes out. I don’t allow it to.

			“Okay. Very good,” he continues as he removes his face gear and places it on the floor.

			My mind flashes back. The last man to do that in front of me got my teeth embedded in his face. I instinctively hiss. Teeth bared. I don’t know why I do it. I’m not hungry. It just happened. The man drops his flashlight and backs away stumbling over his helmet. Whatever confidence and sense of security he had mustered up is now gone. His face is as white as his suit.

			“Okay… oh… okay…” he stammers as he makes his way to the door. “The doctor will be in shortly.”

			He leaves. His scent leaves with him.

			My head hurts. It throbs. I force myself to stand up and my legs feel wobbly, like they haven’t been used in months. I grip the side of the gurney and wait for a minute or two until I’m completely sure my legs will hold up my weight. I look down at my body and realize there isn’t much weight to be held. I must have lost about twenty pounds or so. Who knows? Maybe more. At six feet tall and 175 pounds, I was a pretty stocky and physically fit guy. Not an athlete, but I kept myself in shape. That Lana Anderson from 5th period always used to hang around the gym to watch the guys work out, so I kept going there to lift weights and watch her watching us guys. It eventually became my thing. Lana Anderson. I wonder what happened to her. I know what happened to me, and I don’t think she could have possibly lived through half of that.

			I creep over to the mirror, and I know there has to be someone there watching me. There always is. Detectives, doctors, lawyers, witnesses. The two-way mirror is always a reflection and an evaluation. I try to keep my cool, unlike most people in the movies who go screaming up to the glass, fists clenched, demanding answers. But honestly, I kinda feel like doing that myself. Like, I need some sort of answer. Before I even look at myself in the reflection of the glass, I size up the mirror. I size up the glass, letting whoever on the other side know that I know that they’re there. The way the white suit guy reacted to me before, I’m feeling a little like a badass, and right now that’s about the only thing I have going for me.

			I believe that even more so after I finally do get around to examining myself in the mirror. The only word that comes to mind is ‘horrible.’ It doesn’t even look like me. I look ghostly, sickly, deathly, and whatever other ‘-ly’ words you can think of. I think they’re called adverbs, but I wasn’t much for paying attention in English class. The hair on my head is wild. At this length you can really see the red highlights against the light brown color. There’s a gauze bandage around my forehead and it makes my hair seem to poof out even more. My beard is getting thick. I’ve never seen it like this before. I never let it get passed a day or two without shaving. Sydney had once dared me to grow in a goatee. I took the dare but ended up taking her for ice cream and a movie when I lost. I’ve also lost a lot of weight. I have no muscle mass left, and my skin looks kinda grayish, too, but that could be from anything. I think of Lana Anderson, and I suspect she wouldn’t give me a second glance if she ever saw me like this. But if Lana had become what I had been, I don’t think she’d care too much about my looks than she would about the way my flesh tasted…

			The door opens again, and a doctor enters.

			Dr. Holston, I presume. I say in my head with my best British accent.

			“Hello,” he says in a gentle voice, “I’m Dr. Holston.”

			I hold back from rolling my eyes, so I nod at him instead.

			He’s a heavyset man with gray hair wearing a white lab coat. Seems to be the clothing of choice around here. He looks at me with an odd expression, one of partial wonder, partial joy, and partial fear. I’m hoping he’ll be able to explain to me what exactly has been going on, but as he glances at his clipboard and back at me with rapid movements, I don’t get the sense that he’s here for a “heart-to-heart.”

			“I need to take you down to the observation room to run a final test. I promise this will be the last one of its kind. It’s to make sure the serum worked and you’re not going to have a relapse of the virus. Now you’re up and mobile, it’s important for us to see what’s going on in your brain and in your blood, and if there was any permanent damage done from the virus.”

			Permanent damage? Did he say permanent damage?

			I nod. Unwillingly. Unknowingly. Do I really have another option in this situation?

			“It would really be better for us if you could speak…”

			I cut him off by shaking my head wildly back and forth. Why am I afraid of my own voice? Can I speak? Was that part of the permanent damage he was talking about?

			“Ok. Well, I need you to hop up onto the gurney so I can take you down to the testing site. I’m going to give you a sedative and an anesthetic, so you’ll be calm and won’t feel anything. Is that okay with you?” He makes this sound all normal, and routine-like, but I know there’s nothing normal about what happened to me or what I did to people.

			I nod again and inch back to the gurney. I prop myself up and lay back. Dr. Holston takes the end of the wire that’s attached to the sticky thing on my chest. I see now it’s not a wire, but a small tube. He dips it in a plastic vile filled with clear liquid. He squeezes it a few times, and the liquid is pumped up into the tube. It moves slowly up and snakes around until it reaches the circular sticker. My eyes flutter a few times, and I fall asleep.
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			When I wake up, I’m in another room. It’s an office. It reminds me of Mrs. Roberts’s office at my school. She’s my guidance counselor, and she was helping me out with college applications and scholarship opportunities. She really had her work cut out for her. I was a smart kid, but with my work ethic, you’d never know. I scored off-the-charts on standardized tests, but my class grades outright sucked. Oh, and to boot, I had no athletics behind me. Getting into a good school was going to be hard, but I knew Roberts was calling in some favors for me. She always told me I reminded her of her son. She knew I was good with numbers and was giving me pointers on what field I should get into. Hotel management? Business? Whatever. I’m 17. I have my whole life to figure that out. Or should I say, had my whole life to figure it out. Because Mrs. Roberts was my guidance counselor before I got sick and started eating people.

			I’m not hungry, but my stomach rumbles something awful telling me otherwise. Really, I’m not. My mind isn’t able to process what food is yet. Before getting sick, I would crave a big juicy burger with bacon and pickles and cheese. Well-done. Almost burnt! Wash it down with an ice-cold Coke, maybe some fries on the side. Or Josh and I would go to a baseball game with our dads and get footlong hotdogs smothered in ketchup. Josh would try to impress my dad by putting on his best New York accent and yelling, “Hahht Dawwwgs! Getcha hahhht dawwwgs!” which would of course crack us all up.

			Josh…

			Before getting sick, I would crave normal food, but once I changed, once I became, the cravings were quite different. Raw and warm. Nothing dead, and nothing from an animal. I learned that one real fast. In the beginning, when I was new, I ate just about anything to see what would kill that awful hunger pain. By process of elimination, I came to find the only thing that satiated my hunger was flesh. Raw and warm. Live. Human. But really, there was no true satisfaction. The hunger was always there, always constant. Any scent of human flesh drove me crazy. Like Lana Anderson’s perfume. She would sit by the window and Mr. Miller would crack it open so the breeze would come in, and her perfume would fill up that room. It sucked when she was absent cause the room would just smell like dirty gym socks and stale Frito chips. But when she was there, man, you knew she was there cause you could smell her presence! And of course, you had to look at her. You wanted to look at her, wanted to be near her—to smell that smell, and maybe even taste that smell. Live humans did that for me after I got sick. Lana’s perfume wouldn’t have mattered much. It actually would have been a deterrent. I craved pure, clean, fresh flesh with hot blood pounding against the body’s shell. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, and the smell is right there in the room with me, like it never left me, and a part of me twinges with the craving. But I’m not hungry. I don’t think my mind can discern between the pre- and the post-sickness meal patterns because there’s a part of me that would love a hahht dawwwg right about now, but there’s another part of me that wouldn’t mind a nice hunk of Lana Anderson’s thigh.

			I must have dozed off because I’m startled when I hear another voice in the room.

			“I said, are you with me?” the voice repeats.

			I sit up straight. I’m still in the office with the blue walls and beige rug. The couch is black leather and comfortable, and I figure that yes, I did nod off for a few minutes. I was alone when I first woke up after my test with Dr. Holston, and now there’s this man sitting across from me in a leather chair. He’s wearing a suit. Not a white one, thank God. It’s a business suit with a jacket and tie. His hair is jet black, and he’s wearing way too much hair gel that should be allowed for men. He has a clipboard in his lap, and he’s waving his arms in front of me and snapping his fingers at me.

			He whistles. Between the snapping and the whistling, he must think I’m a dog or some other type of animal that can be snapped and whistled at.

			“Hey, hey,” he says with two quick snaps in my face.

			My eyes focus, and I tilt my head at him. He settles back and relaxes, glances at his papers, and looks back at me. His eyes peer above the rims of his thin reading glasses. He can’t be more than forty, maybe forty-five years old.

			“My name is Dr. Graves,” he finally says. “I’m the psychiatrist assigned to evaluate you. This facility has been designated as the Re-Assimilation Center for any and all of the Altered population. After my assessment, which can last an indeterminate amount of time, we will review whether or not you are suitable to rejoin those who have not been infected. You have completed your first battery of physical exams, and according to Dr. Holston, your primary care physician, you have passed with near-perfect results. I have been assigned to you to test your psychological faculties and anything else of a mental nature,” he says nonchalantly, again like this is all so normal. Then, he smiles at me. It’s a half-smile, really. More of a grin, but it’s fake, and very telling.

			I immediately know I don’t like this Doctor Graves. There’s something behind those black eyes and that phony grin that says I shouldn’t trust him. Besides, any forty-something year old man who wears that much hair gel certainly can’t be trusted!

			“Let’s get started, shall we?” he asks, but it’s not really a question. Graves leans over to the end table next to his chair and presses a button on a small tape recorder. “This is Doctor Warren J. Graves at the Mount Sinai Re-Assimilation Center. I am here with Patient Number 024. This is session one.”

			He looks at me and gives me a nod. That fake grin turns up his mouth for a split second, and he is staring at me as if he wants me to say something. There’s a second or two of uncomfortable silence, and Graves finally says, “You should start with your name.”

			I stare back. My name? Really? That’s where you want to start?

			It’s clear I’m not responding to this little tete-a-tete. And I think I amazed myself that I actually remembered something from Miss Dougherty’s English class! Graves looks grave. He’s uncomfortable. He’s glaring at me. He swipes his big lunchbox hand over to the recorder and forcefully presses the stop button.

			“Why are we doing this?” he says with a hard exhale. “Dr. Holston says you check out fine. Physically, you’re okay. Can we get on with this?”

			Physically okay? I don’t feel physically okay. But I’m staring hard at him. I don’t like him, I don’t like him, I don’t like him. He fake smiles again. Bigger than his last two grins. Faker than his last two grins. And it hits me. He doesn’t like me either.

			And something else hits me: he called this a Re-Assimilation Center. What happened to me must have happened to others, and I kinda need to know what went down. I need to put the puzzle pieces together before the hunger comes back. I’m not hungry, now, but will I be tomorrow? Did I die? Was I brought back to life? Am I really cured? And what happened to Lana Anderson? Right now, this psychiatrist, this snaky, middle-aged, fake grinner is the only one who seems like he would have any answers. Holston and the other white suits don’t seem like they’re gonna do much talking. So, I dig deep, trying so hard to find my lost voice. Scared to death that the only sounds I’ll hear are the familiar moans and groans. Scared that I’ll really wake up and realize this Re-Assimilation Center is all a dream and I’m back in the city street eating the face of a white suit CDC lab tech.

			Graves is clearly pissed. He repositions his left leg behind his right ankle. He’s waiting for me to say something.

			“Griffin,” I finally mutter. My voice is strange and hoarse. Unfamiliar. The sound almost scrapes out of my throat, and I fear the last ‘n’ sound has a guttural moan to it that scares me half to death. It’s all I got. I think it’ll be a while before I say much else.

			His eyes flash wide for a second and he fumbles his hand for the recorder.

			“Again,” he says without any emotion. “Say it again, louder, so the recorder can hear you.”

			He presses the record button, and I get tense. His stares are a little intimidating. I have to dig deeper to find my voice a second time, and I pray the moaning is no longer there.

			“Griffin. Griffin King.” My voice is deep. Deeper than I remember.

			“Okay, Griffin King, Patient Number 024, can you tell me what happened to you? Can you tell me what you remember?” he says with a hint of disgust in his voice.

			I nod my head. Images and sounds start to flood back into my mind in shattered pieces, and as I try frantically to work some sort of timeline out in my brain, my voice comes to me, strong and confident because I start to have an understanding of my version of the incident:

			“I remember everything.”

		

	
		
			2

			Graves stretches his arms over his head and obnoxiously exhales. “Good, then, I guess we should start at the beginning.” 

			There is disgust in his voice again. Disgust and contempt. He licks his thick lips and narrows his eyes. He’s waiting again. There’s an impatient vibe in the way he subtly shifts in his seat and drums his fingers against the arm of the leather chair. I see the indentations in the leather and realize this Graves guy is a pretty massive dude. I hadn’t noticed it before, but I do now, and I get a weird sensation that at any moment he’s going to leap across the coffee table that separates us, pin me to the couch, and choke the life out of me. I’ve done worse, so I guess I would deserve that, wouldn’t I?

			“What was the beginning like for you?” he asks with fake interest. I’m not sure what he means by “the beginning.” The beginning of what? The beginning of my life? My change? The world? The beginning is a pretty broad topic, and my life seems to have many different beginnings.

			“What do you mean?” I answer in a low voice, and as soon as the words leave my mouth, they sound so stupid to my ears. Graves tilts his head down, and he’s staring at me again from above the rim of his glasses.

			“How far back should I…” I start, but he silences me with a slight hand gesture.

			“The beginning,” he repeats with a cruel emphasis on the ‘b’ word.

			The beginning. The beginning.

			I pause, racking my brain for the optimum point in the timeline that could possibly satisfy Graves. My eyes dart around the room for help. I try to locate a visual that would spark some sort of proper beginning, make some sort of connection between the then and the now. The flowers on the desk behind Graves are yellow, and I immediately think of Lana’s blonde hair. I shrug my shoulders. I guess that’s a good enough place to start. Lana Anderson…

			[image: ]

			I’d known Lana since I moved to Florida in the second grade. She was always the cute girl in class, the one who all the boys wanted to kiss behind the bookcase. She had blonde curly hair and these blue-green eyes that always reminded me of the beach. I wouldn’t say we were friends, though. We were more like acquaintances, and we always had an occasional class together throughout the years. I’m not gonna lie; I thought about her. A lot. Most guys did.

			It was a Monday morning in early November. I really didn’t want to go to school that day, but the only thing that made the thought of going even remotely interesting was seeing Lana in 5th period. That pretty much would be the highlight of my day, as it was most of my days for my entire school career. I kinda lay in bed thinking about her and wondering if she ever thought about me. There were about six more months before senior prom, and the only way I would go is if she was my date. Otherwise, I had no interest in that pathetic high school ritual.

			My whole family was awake. Mom, Dad, my little sister Sydney. I still had to take a shower and do all that stuff, but I wasn’t motivated. I was quite content with being in bed with my thoughts of Lana. Sydney banged on my door a few times, which of course I yelled at her for. I had totally forgotten my dad’s car went into the shop over the weekend, and I had to take the bus to school. I was so embarrassed. I had finally been freed from the shackles of the yellow prison in August when I turned 17 only to be thrust back into its noisy, gum-stuck clutches. I would have stayed home if it hadn’t been for Sydney. My sister was nine and was all about school. She hardly ever missed a day since kindergarten. Even insisted she go when she had the flu a few years ago. I usually drove Syd to her bus stop in the morning and would continue on my way to the high school, but now I had to walk her there. Dad needed my car for work, and Mom was hosting her yoga class at the house that morning. Dad worked in the city as a banker which paid the bills and then some. That allowed Mom to be a stay-at-home-parent, a luxury not afforded by most families.

			My cell phone rang, and I saw on the caller-id tag it was my best friend, Josh. His picture flashed on the touchscreen—the one of him winking his eye and pointing at the camera like a big shot. He was a loud and obnoxious clown, but we’d been best friends the second I stepped foot into school here in Florida, so I guess I was used to his crazy antics. He winked at everyone. Guys, girls, teachers, old ladies, you name it. It was his trademark. I don’t think he ever admitted it, but I suspected it was because he had one brown eye and one blue eye, and he didn’t want people to notice it. His parents got divorced when he was twelve, and I think that added to his need to be the center of attention. I cursed him out under my breath for interrupting my thoughts of Lana.

			“Hey,” I answered.

			“Sup man?” he responded.

			“Debating whether or not I’m going to school.” 

			“Dude, when’s your car gonna be done?”

			“Not sure.”

			“So, I guess you’re not picking me up?”

			“You’re so dumb, Josh! It’s Monday. We literally just dropped the car off yesterday. Sunday. Noone even looked at it yet!” I practically yelled at him like he was a child. Sometimes you had to yell at Josh, though. Sometimes he didn’t get the obvious, and besides, he knew damn well I wasn’t going to go out of my way to pick him up.

			“Just sayin’,” he whined. “So, you goin’ to school or not?”

			I exhaled. “I guess I am now!” I said annoyed. 

			Sydney banged on my door for a third time. “Griff-iiinnn!! Let’s go!”

			Josh started chuckling on the other end. “Have fun on the bus, dude!”

			“Shut the hell up!” I snapped. 

			“Later,” Josh said, still laughing.

			“Later,” I said as I pressed the disconnect button on the touchscreen and threw the phone on the edge of the bed. Suddenly, Sydney opened my door and stood in the entrance, hands on hips, tapping her feet on the metal threshold.

			“What are you doing!?” I screamed at her. “I could have been naked, ya know!”

			“So?” she responded in her little girl smartass voice. I swear I wanted to smack her every time she had that prissy attitude! “Let’s go. Mom’s pissed at you.” And with that, she turned on her heels and slammed the door behind her.

			With Josh’s annoying phone call and Sydney breathing down my neck, I figured I had no other choice than to get up and start the day.

			I got ready and went into the kitchen. My mom was spouting off some laundry list of instructions for me and throwing a brown paper lunch bag into my hand. The living room was set up with yoga mats, and there was a pitcher of orange juice set out on the breakfast bar that connected the kitchen to the living room.

			“I don’t eat this,” I said handing it back to her.

			“Just take it!” she sighed, pressing it back into my hands. “You eat like a horse. You might get hungry.”

			I rolled my eyes. “When I get hungry, I’ll buy lunch at school, ma!”

			“I hate that you eat crap school food! Oh, whatever. Sydney,” she began as she bent down slightly and kissed my sister’s forehead, “you have a fabulous day at school, Peanut. Give em’ hell, today!” Mom said, to which Sydney smiled her nine-year-old’s diabolical smile.

			My family was kinda strange. Both of my parents were pretty much in the genius status, which would explain why my sister and I turned out so smart. But their way of raising us was far different from the way my friends were raised. My parents let us think and speak however we felt, and they treated us like people. If we wanted to eat Oreo cookies for breakfast, they let us because sometimes they wanted to eat Oreo cookies for breakfast, too. Sydney and I had very little restrictions put on us. One time Sydney’s first grade teacher called my mother to let her know Sydney had called another girl a “bitch” in class. My mother’s response was, “So, what the hell do you want me to do about it?”

			My mother stood up on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek. She was about 5’2” and always had to reach a little to kiss me or my father goodbye. I half-heartedly put my arm around her shoulder in a “good-bye” embrace and quickly walked out the door trying to create as much distance as possible between me and Syd. Mom was yelling something at my back about watching the news tonight, but I wasn’t paying much attention. She was always such a scary Mary, paranoid to the core. I heard her say the word “terrorist,” lifted up my hand in acknowledgment, and kept walking. Sydney was right on my tail. Her shoes clacked on the pavement behind me. “Wait up!” she yelled at me. I ignored her. It sucked not having a car.

			The bus ride was awful! I felt like the biggest loser sitting in the back of the bus, crammed next to some Freshman kid. I had been driving my car for a few months now, had just gotten out of yellow-bus-hell, only to be thrown back into that bitch’s arms! Every time the driver hit a bump, my stomach lurched up into my throat, and looking out the window nearly gave me a heart attack. The world looked fuzzy and jagged from the school bus window, so I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the kid babbling incessantly next to me.

			School was the same boring nightmare as it always was. I was lucky enough to get out of 3rd period History because Mrs. Roberts, my guidance counselor, needed to see me about some scholarship application I filled out half-assed. That was double good because 3rd period was one of the two classes I had with Josh, and I was still kinda sour with him for his annoying wake-up call that morning. The shining star of the day would be 5th period, and I told myself if I could hold out until then, it would all be worth it. But when 5th rolled around, I could have taken a shotgun to the face! Lana was absent. I knew it right away, too. The smell of Fritos and sweaty gym socks was putrid. Her perfume smell was not there to mask the horrid odor of high school seniors.

			Damn her! I thought, and I was now mad at her too for doing what I couldn’t do—stay at home!

			So, I hated Lana, hated Josh, hated that stupid bumpy bus ride, hated my annoying sister, hated my mom and her yoga class, hated the damn transmission on my Monte Carlo, hated Mrs. Roberts for giving me a hard time about some stupid Coca-Cola scholarship I would never get. Anything and everything. You name it, I hated it.

			Josh asked me if I wanted to go to the gym with him after school. I shook my head and got on the bus. All I wanted to do was go home and back to sleep and erase this uneventful day from my memory.

			“Call me,” he said to me holding up his fingers to his ears like an old-fashioned telephone. I glared at him from the dirty window of the school bus and thought anyone watching this little pantomime would have thought we were a couple. I knew he did it on purpose because behind him were some hot Junior cheerleaders who were watching us. But that was Josh for ya—always causing a scene and being stupid. I rolled my eyes.

			I got home to my mom cooking dinner and Sydney finishing her homework at the kitchen table. My dad wasn’t home yet, and the first thing I asked was, “Is the car done?” My mom gave me her “Are you serious?” look, and Sydney started to laugh at me. I shot the brat a look from hell, and she shut up real fast.

			“What’s for dinner?” I asked, even though I really didn’t care.

			“Shrimp scampi, angel hair pasta…” my mom started, but I walked away saying, “Okay, I’ll be in my room,” without letting her finish. I got to my room and plopped on my bed and closed my eyes thinking about how badly life sucked at the moment.

			I guess I fell asleep for a little bit. I’m an easy-sleeper, I suppose, cause it seems like all I need to do is close my eyes, and I’m somewhere in dreamland. I woke up with a jolt. There was some kind of “pop” sound in the distance, and everything went quiet and dark. Not normal nighttime dark, I mean dark dark. The hum of the appliances and cable boxes in the house went silent. The street light outside my window was out. The little green flickering of the battery-operated fire alarm light on my ceiling was the only light around. Living in Florida, power outages were common place. Maybe not so much for November, but they still happened. I heard my mother say to Sydney, “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

			I got up and walked into the living room. My mother was cuddling with Sydney on the couch, and my dad was in the kitchen pantry rummaging for the flashlight. “Get TECO on the phone,” my father commanded my mother, and she got up to get her cell.

			“What time is it?” I asked, still in somewhat of a dream state.

			“About 7:30,” my mom replied as she balanced her cellphone in the crook of her neck with her shoulder.

			“What about dinner?” I asked. I could care less about the power. I was hungry and a little pissed they hadn’t gotten me to eat with them.

			“Left you a plate in the fridge,” she answered as I could hear the extension ringing, “but it won’t be any good without the microwave!”

			Leave it to my mom to state the obvious. Cold shrimp never hurt anyone. 

			“Power’s out all over the neighborhood,” I called over to my dad.

			“How do you know?” he yelled back from the pantry. I could hear him cursing under his breath and fumbling with a flashlight. “Ya know, babe” he yelled, directed at my mother, “if you weren’t so goddamn unorganized, I might be able to actually find something in a crisis situation!”

			Sydney tensed up. She hated it when my parents yelled at each other. I learned to live with it. It wasn’t that often, and I was old enough to understand both of them had fiery Italian blood running through their veins. I looked to my mom, who rolled her eyes at Sydney as if to say, “you know your father’s crazy!” and Syd’s shoulders relaxed. I realized right then I had gotten my natural eye-rolling habit from my mother. Mom was an expert eye-roller, much to my father’s chagrin.

			“The street’s out,” I finally answered my father as he stepped out of the pantry flicking the switch on the newly charged flashlight.

			“I want to go outside!” Sydney declared.

			Mom finished punching in some numbers on her cellphone and disconnected the call. “The automated recording said they were aware of the problem and power would be back as soon as possible.”

			“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” my dad snapped.

			Mom shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s all it said. It was the electric company recording.” My dad went into a diatribe of obscenities, and I grabbed Sydney’s hand. “C’mon, let’s go outside,” I said and led her to the front door.

			It was a little chilly that night. It can get that way in November. Not freezing, though, like some of the northern states. It’s comfortable that time of year. My mom always wears a jacket or sweater ‘cause she’s naturally cold all the time. I’m fine in shorts all year round. When we got outside, it seemed like the whole block was out there. This is the usual scene whenever there’s a blackout. Ain’t nothing like bringing neighbors together like a tragedy, and as far as tragedies go, this barely registered on the scale. The neighborhood kids were running around in the street with their flashlights, some parents were on their front porches surrounded by candles, and voices echoed in the night air. There was always an underlying hint of nervousness as neighbors spoke and chuckled with each other, but overall, the mood was light, fun. My parents followed behind us, Dad with flashlight in hand, Mom with her cellphone.

			“Hey Debbie!” my mom called to the lady who lived across the street.

			“Hey!” she answered back and came down from her porch.

			My mother and father met her half way down the road. “Did you call TECO?” 

			“How long do you think this will be?”

			“It’s kinda scary, but kinda cool,” was how the conversation went. 

			Sydney went into the garage to get her bike and circled the rotunda in our cul-de-sac with the other kids. I went inside to eat the cold shrimp my mom had set aside for me.

			When I opened the front door, I heard my cellphone ringing so I ran to my room. Josh’s idiotic face flashed on the screen once again.

			“Dude!” he exclaimed. “Your power out?” 

			“Yeah, you?”

			“Yeah! Must be something big goin’ on, cause Lana’s power is out too.”

			I froze. Josh, Lana, and I all lived in different towns but were zoned for the same school district. When there were blackouts, it usually affected one town or the other. Just how far did this thing reach? But that certainly wasn’t my first thought. How did Josh know about Lana? Why would she even call him, or why would he call her? Were they dating or something? I didn’t know what to say, so I mumbled, “Wow, that’s crazy.”

			“Yeah, well, let me go. I don’t want my battery to die. Call me if you need anything, man.” And he hung up.

			As if this day couldn’t get any worse, now I had the thought of Josh and Lana as a couple stuck in my head. Josh was my best friend! Why on earth was he keeping secrets from me!? And what did Lana Anderson see in Josh! Weird-o, mis-matched eyes, loud and crazy, no future-goals, probably going to drop out and die in a gutter somewhere Josh! I knew that was going to drive me insane! I lay back down on my bed, staring at the green fire alarm light, trying to disappear in the darkness.

			Normally, when there was a blackout, the power was back on fairly quickly. I hadn’t fallen back asleep; rather, I was brooding in my own depression fueled fantasies. Okay, maybe I did doze off for a little bit. I picked up my cellphone to look at the time. It was 12 am and everything in the house was as dark and as quiet as it was when the power went out four and a half hours ago. I figured everyone had gone to sleep, but then I heard voices coming from outside and realized everyone was still awake. I got up to see what was going on.

			Sydney and her friends were sitting on the curb of the rotunda going to town on cartons of ice cream in their laps. My parents were sitting in the candle-lit driveway on the lawn chairs. Debbie and her husband Stuart from across the street were with them. My mom and dad were sharing their own carton of ice cream, and Debbie and Stu were eating ice cream sandwiches.

			“Hey, stud!” my mom said when she saw me staggering out of the house.

			“What the…?” I moaned.

			“Ice cream party!” Debbie exclaimed. “Had to salvage something. Lord knows when this power will come back on!” She laughed and smiled. Stu took a huge bite out of his ice cream sandwich.

			“Ma!” Sydney yelled over to my mother. “Can I stay home tomorrow!?”

			My mother’s face narrowed slightly. She slouched her body forward and whispered, “What time is it?” to me.

			“Twelve,” I answered with no emotion.

			“Hmmm…” my mother said, making her voice louder so Sydney and the whole block could hear, “we’ll have to see how everything goes, okay?”

			“Okay,” Sydney answered and continued to dip into her vanilla bean carton.

			“Griffin,” my mother coaxed, “come sit down. Have some ice cream with us.”

			The smile on her face was so pretty. She looked young and happy like she was having the time of her life. My mother was such a good and caring soul, and when she asked someone for something, it was hard to ever turn her down. I nodded my head and sat on the concrete between my mother and father’s lawn chairs. My father handed me the carton of Chocolate Mudpie Madness and scuffed up my hair. I took the spoon and dug in. I was really hungry by then, and the ice cream really hit the spot. Mudpie Madness. My favorite.

			We sat out there for about a half hour more, talking and laughing, my parents telling their “remember when” stories, eating up all the ice cream in the neighborhood. It was pleasant in the darkness, light-hearted and fun. There was a collective gasp when the power popped back on, and the street lights sprang to life. The houses started to hum again with all their appliances, computers, and cable boxes.

			“Guess that’s over with!” Debbie said clutching her chest. For all her laughs and smiles, I had suspected she was scared.

			“Guess so,” my mother said standing and folding up the chair. “C’mon, Syd, get your ass in bed! School tomorrow!”

			“Aww, Maaaaa!” Sydney whined.

			I looked at my father, and we both shook our heads and laughed.
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