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Lightning flashed outside the window, and if you were really paying attention to it, then maybe you would’ve been able to make out the faint shapes of buildings somewhere out there, distorted and obscured by a sheet of water running down the pane. Tam’s apartment was filled with the sound of rain falling and flailing in heavy winds, countless droplets against brick and glass, so that all of Savannah was the hurricane’s drum kit.

They put the sound from their mind, and their eyes passed over the windows and the black smears of water and darkness that covered their view of the city. Tam’s eyes continued to pass over the mess of dirty clothes that had been strewn carelessly about the apartment, clothes that they had reminded themself multiple times to pick up. They really needed to do that; pile up all those dirty things into a hamper and take the basket downstairs to the laundry room.

Tam reminded themself to do it now, but they knew they wouldn’t. There was too much else happening tonight. The laundry could wait another day.

Thunder crashed outside, so loud that something rattled in the walls and Tam felt vibrations running up the soles of their feet.

“I thought the hurricane was going to pass us by?” came Heather’s voice over the phone.

“It’ll pass you by,” said Tam. Heather was safely nestled away at a little Bed & Breakfast in Emanuel County tonight. They glanced back at the windows, and the pitch black beyond. White exploded across the darkness as lightning flashed once more, and only a few seconds later, thunder roared across the sky and again shook their little apartment tower.

“Jesus,” said Heather.

“You heard that?”

“Yeah. Makes me glad I’m out here with Khloe.”

Tam frowned. Heather and Khloe’s romantic getaways—it was a bimonthly event—were only for Heather and Khloe. No other partners or metamours allowed; not even nesting partners.

They tried their best not to let that bother them, they really did. It was bad polyamorous etiquette to get jealous of your partner like that. Seeing other partners was an expected part of the arrangement, after all. And truth be told, usually it didn’t bother them.

But tonight? With this hurricane hitting the city, and Tam alone in what was supposed to be their and Heather’s shared space? It did.

“Guess you made the right call, staying an extra day,” they said, trying to keep any bitterness out of their voice.

“Guess so,” said Heather, and from her agreeable tone, Tam was certain she hadn’t detected bitterness at all. “But I do miss you, babe. Funny, right? Out here with one girlfriend, missing another.”

Tam sat down on their old couch, the one they’d picked up together at an estate sale for cheap with Tam’s tax return money. The leather was covered in scratches from the previous owner’s cats, and it was cold against Tam’s exposed flesh. “I miss you too,” they said.

They did. They really did. And not just because they wanted someone to be here with them tonight. Heather was gorgeous—she had to be, given her work. She had a smile that could light up a room. Tam knew that was a cliché, but damn it, it was a cliché for a reason. Heather’s smile could genuinely make even the coldest and darkest places feel bright and cheerful. There was an infectiousness to her good nature that drew you in and overwhelmed your senses, and before you knew it, you were smiling back at her like a goddamn imbecile, and no matter how cynical or hardened you thought you were, you didn’t care, because Heather was smiling. And what else could you do in the face of that, but smile back?

Yeah, it was Heather, with her chestnut hair and damn near perfect figure, reveling in her femininity and melting the iciest of hearts with but a laugh, who always pulled Tam out of their shell. From the moment they’d met, Heather had started dragging them into new situations and new adventures. Without Heather, Tam’d probably never leave home except to head into their shift at the grocery store.

Wonder if the sandbags are holding, or if the store’s flooded?

“So is everything okay over there?” Heather asked. “You don’t need to, like, board up the glass or anything, do you? I think we may have some plywood left from my last shoot.”

“We used it all,” Tam told her. “Remember, I painted the sky background on that big piece, but the smaller pieces were all used for the hills and trees?”

“Oh right. Well, you can probably just use those. I don’t think I’ll be needing any of those backgrounds again. That set isn’t selling all that well.”

Tam leaned their head against the couch’s back. The chilly leather pressed and stuck against the back of their neck and they adjusted their body. They were dressed in a black t-shirt that was one size too big, and boy’s gym shorts repurposed into pajamas. “I don’t think I’ll need to,” they said. “I kind of wish I’d taken up Gertie’s offer.”

“Gertie’s offer?”

“You know, to stay with her until the hurricane passed.”

“Tam,” Heather said firmly. “You know I don’t like the idea of the apartment being left unattended.”

“I know.”

“Gertie doesn’t even live in the city!”

“I know.” Gertie had a little “farm” (really just a house in the country with a big yard) out near Reidsville that she shared with her two main girlfriends, Lacy and Rhea. They’d met when Heather had collaborated with Gertie and Rhea on a video, and couple and throuple had grown closer ever since.

The intricate webs formed by lesbian polycules occasionally made Tam’s head spin, and sometimes they couldn’t help but admire how Heather and Gertie managed to keep everything straight.

Well, no, none of it was straight. That was kind of the point.

“Look,” said Heather, “me and Khloe have a late dinner.” Tam was pretty sure it was almost 10 o’clock. “Stay safe for me, Tam. I love you.”

“Love you too,” Tam replied as Heather hung up.

They set their phone face-down on the table and stared out the window. Tam and Heather’s apartment was on floor five of a skinny eight-floor apartment building, and usually when they looked out the window they could see a fair chunk of Savannah’s downtown stretching out before them.

But usually there wasn’t a hurricane. Right now, the only things out there were water, blackness, and the constant drumbeat of rain.

Maybe they should have taken Gertie’s offer, despite Heather’s objections. Sometimes Tam wished they lived out there with Gertie, in that nice house instead of this cramped apartment. The second bedroom was used for Heather’s OnlyFans content, and while Tam got to paint backdrops for her, there wasn’t any room for the canvasses or easels that Tam so often ached for.

It had been so long since Tam had painted anything for themself. They wanted to go somewhere and sketch out a landscape, paint a picture. They wanted to go somewhere with a bridge. Ever since high school, they’d loved painting bridges. Little arches of cobblestone over streams, massive highways held up by rails and cables stretching themselves over rivers, narrow train tracks hanging over canyons. The feats of engineering that went into constructing the things boggled Tam’s mind, and they’d always wanted to capture that in their work.

But it had been ages since Tam had been able to even try. Their shifts at the grocery store were long and exhausting, and when they got home, Heather always needed them to act as a cameraperson. The only paintings Tam had done for the last three (or was it four? Five?) years had all been for Heather’s shoots.

Maybe there’d be more time out in the country, more room in Tam’s life to pursue their own creative passions instead of someone else’s. Then again, Tam wasn’t sure they wanted to move too far from the city. They were biracial—White mom, Black dad—and they took more after their dad in appearance. Rural Georgia tended not to be too kind to people with their skin tone.

Again lightning flashed, and again the city of Savannah was illuminated for an instant by searing white. The buildings outside the window came briefly into view, smeared beyond all recognition by the water cascading down the glass and the haze of rain beyond. Then the light was gone, and a roll of thunder boomed.

It’s close, Tam realized.

The apartment shook. The lights flickered.

“Shit,” Tam breathed, looking up at the ceiling fan. The blades spun lazily around the lightbulb in the center, which dimmed, brightened, and dimmed again. Tam watched it, breath caught. The light returned and remained steady, and Tam relaxed.

Another flash outside, another sonic boom that made the whole tower shudder.

The lights went out.

Grabbing their phone, Tam turned on the flashlight mode. They knew that Heather kept some actual flashlights (gifts from Gertie, who was real big on flashlights) in the closet, and they also knew they had some candles around here somewhere that had been purchased for Heather’s work. They cursed under their breath as they stood up and started looking.

There went their plan to spend the night binge-watching old sitcoms.

As they dug out a flashlight and flicked on the beam, another crash shook the building. Outside, the storm continued to rage.
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While Tam searched for candles in 5b, their neighbor was sound asleep in 5a. Henry was a man approaching 50 with a girlfriend just over half his age, who was curled up beside him and trying to sleep as well. Her name was Brittney, though she preferred Britt, and usually she had no problem falling asleep in his arms. Britt had always loved older men. She craved a silver fox in a way that made her feel dirty, yet there was something about them that radiated a sense of safety and security that nothing else in her life ever seemed to manage.

But Britt hated thunderstorms. She had ever since she was tiny. And she especially hated hurricanes. Every crash of thunder outside the apartment walls drilled fear a little deeper into her heart. She jumped at every flash of lightning, trembled along with the tower whenever thunder boomed. She wanted to sleep, wished so much that she could join her lightly-snoring Henry and know of nothing but dreams and oblivion until the morning came and the worst of the storm passed, but it didn’t seem like that was happening.

A floor below, in 4a, a single mother named Brianna was pleading with her young son Cody to please go back to sleep. A nightmare had woken him, and he’d come crying to her about the boogeyman, who’d come here in his dreams and started gobbling everyone up. Brianna held her child in her arms and assured him that the boogeyman wasn’t real, that it was only a dream, and please go back to sleep because mommy is so very tired.

Above, in 6a, a young man named Stephen was playing an online shooter when the power went out. He cursed and shouted and threw off his headset. His roommate Kyle peaked his head out of his bedroom, face illuminated by his phone’s flashlight.

“Power’s out,” Kyle said.

“Yeah, I fucking know!” Stephen shouted back at him.

Across the hall, in 6b, Lionel had been cleaning his guns when the lights died. He took the sudden darkness in stride, because Lionel liked to see himself as a sensible man—certainly more sensible than some of the liberal nutcases he was forced to share this building with. He’d been expecting an outage, given how bad the storm seemed, so he turned on the electric lanterns he’d set down on either end of his kitchen table and went straight back to work.

Hurricanes, he knew, had a tendency to bring out the looters. He needed to be prepared for that. When things got like The Purge, you needed to be ready to defend yourself from the lawlessness.

Victor and Margaret in 3a were newlyweds, and the building lost power while they were having sex. Their bedroom was already dark, because Margaret insisted on never doing it with the lights on, and they were so focused on their mutual passion that they didn’t notice any of the other signs of the outage. Margaret threw back her head and cried out in orgasm, and her cry was lost in the rumbling thunder of the storm.

The residents of 2b were all asleep, as were the residents of 7a. In 8b, Ethan tried desperately to get his dogs, Buddy and Junior, to stop barking every single fucking time the thunder sounded. Junior especially had a high-pitched bark that speared his ear drums whenever he let loose.

“Can you please control your damn mutts?” Jon in 8a asked the wall. The fact he could still hear them across the hall and in his own bedroom was like a bad joke. He put his pillow over his head and ears and did his best to block that racket out.

Cindy in 7b stared up at the ceiling, listened to Junior barking, and imagined that she was shooting death rays out of her eyes. They would blast straight through the wood and plaster and concrete and whatever else this building was made of, and they would incinerate those stupid dogs and put an end to all this. Elsewhere in her apartment, her roommate Maeve put down her book and sighed. Things had just been getting good, but now the lights were out, so she guessed that was it—no more reading for tonight. She laid down in her bed and smiled at the sounds of the dogs upstairs losing their shit over the storm. Those poor sweet babies.
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