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			In Concourse B of Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, in between a bookstore that consistently miscategorizes its books and a franchise restaurant whose staff consistently ranks as the happiest in the annual airport-wide employee survey, there’s a blinking green light that will soon cause all hell to break loose. It’s on a wall with no signage to indicate what it could possibly be.

			The only person who seems to notice it is James Herrera.

			He’s got his big headphones on, listening to music that drowns out the sounds of the airport. We would list all these sounds, except the music is loud for us too, and we’re as interested in the blinking light as our new friend James is. There seems to be no particular rhythm to the light, although at the moment it kind of syncs up with the music in a cool way. James looks for the cracks of a hidden door, or a camera keeping its eye on the light. A woman walking by accidentally bumps James’s leg with her rolling suitcase, then turns to give him a mean look.

			James shakes his head, hooking his thumbs through the straps of his backpack. He scans the passersby, waiting for the authority figure who will tell him to move along, maybe blame him for putting the light there. James is brown-skinned and sixteen, and he’s used to hearing the bizarre accusations the world throws his way. Used to it the way you get used to a toothache, or someone’s stench on the bus.

			Families walk by all in a row, oblivious to their slow-moving obstruction of the hallway. Lethargic but annoyed airport employees driving carts yell for people to get out of the way. Cute girls, backpackers he feels a pang of jealousy toward, suits on their phones.

			Back at gate B36, his family waits for their flight, fast-food leftovers at their feet, eyes on the monitor announcing their delay, daring it to push back takeoff again, complaints already on the tips of their tongues. James stares at the light, thinks about returning to school, junior year continuing on, leading inexorably toward the future, a familiar flutter of fear in his chest. Only a matter of time, the flutter says, until it’s your turn. Can’t escape bad luck forever.

			“What do you think it is?” the girl we haven’t yet met says. We can hear this, but James can’t, though he does pick up on the presence of someone else nearby, either watching him or watching the light. He feels her at the edge of his periphery, and his senses immediately call out: Girl! He turns a little to confirm, but real cool about it, obviously.

			Then he notices she’s talking, and he pulls his headphones down so they loop around his neck. “Sorry,” he says, and then tries to explain further, but his voice trails off, like it knows he has no idea what to say and it will have no part of the interaction.

			“What do you think it is?” she says again, this time audibly to all parties involved. There’s a hint of a foreign accent that James can’t place. Which, come on, James, it’s been a sentence. Give it a second.

			James just shrugs, hating himself for not being instantly funny or smooth.

			“It’s an American thing, no? See something, say something. Should we be saying something?”

			James looks at their surroundings, presumably to find someone to say something to, because what if it really is a thing that could cause harm? But also to get a better look at the girl. Except he forgets—miraculously—the first part and focuses on the second. Dark hair, light brown eyes, nose ring, lips that would make you not pay attention for a whole semester if she was sitting anywhere near you in the classroom. And, of course, the girl notices that he’s not looking around for anyone, just flat out staring at her.

			“Shit, I’m sorry,” he says, when he notices her noticing.

			“Sorry about what?”

			“I, like, looked at you. Too long. I don’t know why I couldn’t just stand here and look at the green light and shoot the shit with you about it without having to look at you. I’m sorry. It sucks I did that.”

			The girl smirks and looks at him curiously. We know this, but James doesn’t, because his embarrassment has caused him to look away. “I don’t mind. People look at each other, it’s a thing we do.”

			James nods, feels the urge to say something intelligent in response, resists the desire to look at her again. Behind them, a collective groan emanates from gate B17 as the airline representative announces that the 5:30 p.m. flight to Kansas City will now be departing at 9:00 p.m. The green light blinks on, then off.

			James and the girl stare silently for a while. A flutter—a different one this time—in James’s chest tells him this is a moment he will always remember. Or maybe that he still gets nervous around girls. The cheerful voice of a waitress at the nearby restaurant cuts through the din of the airport. She offers a businesswoman the chance to make her margarita a double for an extra dollar fifty.

			“It’s gotta be a camera, right?” James says. “Some sort of security thing?”

			The girl chuckles. “I wonder how much footage they have of people just staring at it, wondering what the hell it is.” She takes a step closer, reaching her hand out to it. She’s got her sleeves rolled up to her forearm, and he notices her arm. Not any specific thing about it (delicate wrist, barely noticeable hairs, a single freckle like the stray mark of a pen), just the fact that it’s there. That she’s got skin and muscle and bone, and all of it is very close to him.

			“Don’t touch it, man! What if you’re not supposed to?”

			“Oh please,” she says, but her hand slows its approach, lingering just far enough away so that the glow of the light reaches back out and brushes her fingers. The light, too, seems somehow excited by her proximity. It starts blinking almost imperceptibly faster, matching its rhythm to James’s accelerating heartbeat.

			She looks over at James, raising an eyebrow, grinning. James can’t handle that look on her face, and he starts to come up with an escape plan. This is the last thing in the world he wants, escape. But his brain is overwhelmed by the stimulation and demands some distance from this girl and her skin and the way she looks at him. He turns away, biting his bottom lip, clutching at his shoulder straps. “I should probably go back to my gate,” he says softly, practically a stage whisper for our benefit.

			The girl’s hand pulls back from the light. Disappointed, the light stops blinking for a second, then returns to its regular rhythm. Does she look hurt? James can’t tell. His brain wants him to just move on, pull the headphones back over his head, not look like a moron.

			Then she smiles. “I’ll walk with you. Where are you headed?”

			“Um, B36,” he says, motioning toward the end of the hall.

			“No, I mean where are you flying to?”

			“Oh, right. Chicago.”

			They start walking away from the light. Late-afternoon sun glints in the windows, casting the airport in a golden hue that makes people squint. “Is that where you live?”

			“Yeah. Sorry, I should have said that. We’re going back home. We were visiting family in Tampa for Christmas. Which is a stupid place to be for Christmas, but my parents hate the snow.”

			“You like the snow?”

			“Better than rain. We go to Florida for the sunshine, supposedly, but it fuckin’ rains all week. At least you can play in snow. It’s pretty to look at. Rain, you just sit indoors. Watching Family Feud and shit.”

			“Sure. But when it’s cold, you sit indoors anyway. It could look nice out, but as soon as you want to escape and enjoy the beautiful day, you’re miserable with cold and you just want to go back inside.”

			“I guess. But still, fuck the rain,” he says. His brain goes: Dude, are you arguing about weather with this random attractive girl who, for some reason, is actually talking to you? You’ve imagined an exact scenario like this at least a hundred times, and it never goes to an argument—it goes to you being smooth and shit. And the other side of his brain goes: Yo, we don’t know how to be smooth and shit. Plus, I really hate rain. “Where are you from?”

			The girl sighs, puts her hands in her pockets. He realizes she’s not carrying anything with her, no bags, which feels weird at an airport, even though he’s guessing she left her stuff with her parents or whatever while she took a walk. He could have done that too, but his little sister is a nosy brat and likes to snoop. Sure, he doesn’t really have anything for her to snoop on, but that’s beside the point. “I hate that question.”

			“How come?”

			“Because I have a French dad and a Thai mom but was born in Switzerland, then moved to Jakarta, then Buenos Aires, and now I’m in Canada. So if I say only one of those places, I feel like I’m lying, or people want more of an explanation because I look the way I do and have this accent that morphs unless I’m focusing on how I’m talking. Then I have to give this whole spiel anyway. And I swear to God if you laugh and say, ‘So, you’re from everywhere!’ I will punch you in the neck. I’m not from everywhere. I’m from a few places.”

			“I wasn’t going to,” James says, though she just saved him from doing exactly that. “That’s cool, though, about your accent. It just changes? Like it’s alive?”

			She laughs, then adjusts her nose ring. “That’s a good way to think about it, I guess. It drives me nuts sometimes. I hate it when people think I’m automatically interesting because of it. Plenty of dickheads and bores have accents.”

			James considers this and sees how it could get old. They’re at gate B25 already, quickly approaching his family and the lone empty seat that’s waiting for him. His brain is still not quite sure how to handle this conversation, but it’s starting to become a little more convinced that they should stick to it instead of just running away. The green light, for now, has been forgotten. “So, where are you flying to?” he asks.

			“Toronto, then Quebec. It’s been a long day. We keep getting rerouted. We were in France, visiting my grandparents.” She walks with her head down for a few steps, glances away from James. “It’s probably the last time I’ll see them,” she says, then turns to look back at him. Their eyes meet and James doesn’t know how people go around making eye contact with people that they’re attracted to. “Sorry, I shouldn’t just say that to you. We don’t know each other.”

			“I’m cool with it. If, you know, you just need to talk.” Here, more evidence: tragedy befalls everyone, and James will not avoid it forever.

			She smiles in that cute way where, like, only part of her mouth is smiling. And who knows why that’s cute but it works. “No, it’s okay. Too intense. We don’t know each other’s names yet. I’ll tell you about my tragically moribund grandparents some other time.”

			James nods, stomach fluttering at the implication that they’ll see each other again, despite the obviousness that they won’t. He spots his family’s gate up ahead and wishes he hadn’t led them in this direction. Should have taken a detour somewhere, though the terminal is just one long hallway, unless you take the escalators down to get to the other concourses. “I think that’s something cool about air travel: how it makes people more prone to confessions. I overhear people on flights doing that all the time, saying way more than you usually would to a stranger. Like you know you’ll never see them again and you might as well talk about real shit.”

			“See, I’ve never had that experience. Airports always feel more isolating to me, not the opposite. Usually when I travel, I’m with family and can’t find an excuse to step away and meet any fellow travelers. Or if I’m on my own, I end up being shy, eating quietly at the food court or by my gate. I look around and feel this immense curiosity about the people near me, a desire to know everything about them, talk to them, find out about the shape of their lives. But I don’t know how to start, and so I end up frozen, feeling lonelier, further away from them. I fantasize romantically about people in airports more than anywhere else, but I haven’t had a single profound conversation with anyone.”

			“Until now,” James says, surprising himself.

			The dude working at the coffee shop they just passed—who’s been eavesdropping on the pair since they entered earshot—resists the urge to say, “Ooooh!” and pump a fist in the air. He loves these moments from his job and wishes they came more frequently. People being good to each other, real connection happening, moments that are gems.

			“True, until now.”

			They look at each other and smile—James briefly, so as not to come across like he knows what he just said was smooth, the girl with a bite of her bottom lip, like she knows he’s trying to hold back. They’re at the gate now; James’s family are slumped in their chairs, faces slack with boredom and despair. James fiddles with the cord of his headphones a bit, then notices the monitor at the gate says his flight is delayed another forty minutes.

			“I’m James, by the way,” he says, still fiddling with the cord. He wonders if he should stretch a hand out or something, but this girl’s so worldly, and handshakes seem like such a weird, impersonal thing to him, formal and distinctly American. He thinks about how his grandparents greet everyone with a kiss on the cheek, how he’s never felt fully comfortable doing that.

			“Michelle,” she says.

			And then the airport goes dark.
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			There are a couple of screamers, like from a horror movie. Most of them are not in the B gates, so their shrieks don’t make it to Michelle and James. Our two heroes stand in the hallway made eerie by the lack of electricity. Only the weak golden rays of the fading sun illuminate the terminal (and not far behind them, the blinking green light casts its iota of luminescence). Their hands accidentally graze against each other, and they both pull away.

			Others are frozen in place, waiting with bated breath for what will come next. Some do not notice at all, busy as they are with their personal screens, their e-books, their tossing attempts at little naps in between flights. Plenty of people clutch at their armrests, or at their belongings, feeling fear without being able to say exactly why a little darkness scares them.

			The lights flicker on again. Monitors come back to life, and one by one each flight gets delayed another hour, like falling dominoes. One person yells out, asks if they’re under attack, not bothering to direct the question to anyone, just lobbing it at the air in hopes that someone will respond and tell them what to do.

			“That was weird,” James says, his voice on the verge of breaking. Wasn’t me, he prepares to say. His fingers clutch his backpack straps, knuckles tight. What does this little blip mean for him, for his life? A silly question, maybe, but one that’s been tugging at him all the time, even before getting to the airport, even before Florida. Since the fire, since the night with Marcus, since a million little clues that have added up to the one thing he knows is true: the world can change in an instant.

			People are sitting up straighter, ears perked, like prey on alert. A few make their way to the check-in counters, and you can see the airline personnel starting to hate their lives. The line is ten deep in a matter of seconds.

			A man jogs past James and Michelle, a laptop bag slung diagonally across his chest bouncing with every step he takes. James looks over at his family, and they seem to have barely noticed the commotion. His mom’s reading, his dad’s doing a crossword, Ava is sitting by an outlet with her phone plugged in. He lets this sight calm him down. It’s strange to him how often others look relaxed when his insides are churning with panic.

			“Looks like my flight’s not going anywhere anytime soon,” James says.

			No PA announcements offer an explanation for the power outage, and though there’s a gentle murmur of excitement and confusion in the air, things seem to be back to normal. He usually hates the lack of control associated with a flight delay, but right now it feels like the universe is granting him an extra hour to keep being nervous around Michelle.

			“Wanna get some coffee?” Michelle answers.

			Oh, the ways heartbeats can respond to a sentence. James avoids eye contact, not wanting to reveal that he’s incapable of being chill. “Sure,” he says. “Let me go tell my folks.”

			He steps over to his parents, who look up from their airport pastimes with a mix of bored resignation and silent pleas that what James will say will rescue them from this hell of inconveniences.

			“I’m gonna keep walking around a bit, since we’re delayed,” he says.

			“Take your sister with you,” his mom says.

			He’s about to protest, but Ava beats him to it. “No thanks, I’m good.”

			Their mom gives Ava a playful kick. “Lazy.” Then she looks back at James, and he quietly prays that she notices Michelle standing behind him, that she’ll tease him, making it somehow more real. “Keep your eye on the flight boards. I don’t want them to say ‘final call’ and sit here wondering where you are.”

			“C’mon, you know how I am. I’ll be in line before you even notice they’re boarding.”

			“Have fun,” his dad says, his tone implying that there is no such thing as fun inside this building.

			James and Michelle turn back around the way they came, toward the light and the bookstore, which is home not just to misshelved books but also a café. They walk quietly, and James wonders if the magical ability to talk slunk away during the power outage, never to return. At the counter, he orders something sweet and blended. Michelle orders a simple black coffee. He lets her lead them toward a table at the edge of the bookstore, facing out at the terminal.

			They’re within view of some departure monitors, and James double-checks for his flight. “Shit, the whole airport is delayed,” he says, wondering if that carries a larger significance. His mind starts going toward extremes: a tornado, an attack, a fire.

			“Kinda cool,” Michelle says, popping the cap off her coffee and stirring in two packets of sugar. “I hope it lasts all night. Like one big slumber party. We’ll eat junk food and watch movies, stay up past our bedtimes and whisper about our crushes and our fears.”

			James tucks his hands into the pockets of his sweatshirt, focuses on Michelle to keep his worries at bay. “That’d be dope. I miss slumber parties. Although my friends never really talked about our crushes. We’d play video games and have pizza, then keep ourselves awake making stupid jokes.”

			“You never talked about love with your friends?”

			“Not really.”

			Michelle rolls her eyes. “Typical men. But you probably thought about it, right? Girls, boys, whatever.”

			James chuckles. “Yeah, man. All the time.”

			Michelle arches an eyebrow at him. “Do you call everyone ‘man’?”

			“Shit, you caught on,” James responds, blushing. “I say it a lot, to everyone. Trying to break the habit.”

			“I don’t really care. Defaults to the male too much for my liking, but better than you addressing me as ‘woman.’ ”

			He unloops the headphones from his neck, folds them away, and puts them in his backpack. Maybe that slight act is enough of a distraction to keep his brain from overthinking, maybe it’s something else, but James feels the need to go on. “I remember the first girl I had a crush on: Sandra. I’d start making fun of her to my friends just so I could talk about her. I even remember being at a slumber party at my friend’s house, all of us in sleeping bags in his living room. We’d watched some horror movie and played video games and then we did that whole thing where we pretended we were going to sleep but kept talking and laughing until my friend’s parents had to come down and tell us to shut up. And guys started falling asleep until it was just me and my best friend, Marcus, whisper-laughing. Every break in the conversation, I just wanted to bring her up, you know. I wanted us to talk about her all the time. But I couldn’t figure out how the hell to do it without breaking the vibe of the night. I didn’t know what Marcus would say, and since none of my friends ever talked about girls, I figured I wouldn’t either.

			“That’s one of the things I remember most about slumber parties, actually. Middle of the night, someone else’s living room, belly full of junk food, wanting to talk about a girl I was into but not knowing how. Not the worst worry in the world.” James realizes he’s hunched over, leaning toward the table like he’s huddled over a fire for its warmth. He tries to relax back into his chair, improve his posture. He takes a sip from his frapped coffee. “People always talk about how you experience love for the first time when you’re this age, but when I think back to those nights and how much I thought about girls even when I was a little kid, I think that those people have no idea when love starts.”

			“You think that was love, though? Being a kid, having a crush on some poor girl you and your friends made fun of?”

			“Shit, yeah,” James says. His eyes are on the red font on the departure monitors, a column of delayed flashing down the screen. People keep stopping in front and shaking their heads, grumbling. “It’s a different love than maybe we experience now, being sixteen, or whatever—I don’t know how old you are. And it’s different, I’m sure, than the kind of love we’ll experience when we’re in college and twenty and thirty, full-on grown-up shit with marriage and all that. But it was the kind of love a nine-year-old is capable of, and just because it’s not the kind of love an adult is capable of doesn’t mean it wasn’t love. Just because I couldn’t explain what love was at the time doesn’t mean I didn’t know what it was.”

			James braves a look at the girl he’s just unloaded this tirade on, wondering if she’s regretting the cup of coffee. One eyebrow’s raised, one leg up on the empty chair next to her. She’s chewing on the stirrer she used to mix sugar into her coffee. “Did you ever tell the girl? Sandra?”

			“Hell no!” James says with a laugh. “I was terrified of talking to girls back then.” Still am, he thinks, but he doesn’t want to jinx this roll he’s on.

			“So nothing ever came of it? No kiss? Nothing?”

			James shrugs, takes another long pull from the straw. “Nah. But whatever, you know. I was nine. You ever have any romantic success when you were nine?”

			Michelle scratches her nose, doesn’t bother answering the question. She looks away from James, drinking her coffee slowly. Her eyes land on a middle-aged white guy on a cell phone, big belly protruding from an open blazer. This is Joseph Flint, but we’ll meet him again later. He’s irate, cheeks red, spittle on his lips, the way old, angry white dudes typically look to James. Like they can’t believe the world isn’t bending to please them.

			“I don’t fucking know, Janet,” he half yells, pulling back and controlling himself when he realizes everyone can hear him. “Call the other airlines, see if there’s anyone that can get me to Detroit tonight.”

			James watches the guy run a hand through his thinning hair, hang up the phone, then walk over to the bar at the neighboring restaurant.

			“Why do you think people get so angry at airports?” Michelle asks. “Everyone seems so pissed all the time.”

			James shrugs, glances at the monitor to see what time it is. He’s afraid his flight might get un-delayed, or that maybe time is passing by too quickly. That the hour in bonus time with this girl that the power outage has provided him has already vanished, and soon she’ll be a thing of the past, relegated to some romantic memory, one he won’t even be able to bring up to his friends because there’d be nothing really to share.

			“Adults at airports always look like kids to me,” Michelle continues. “Always looking lost, asking for help, not knowing what’s expected of them. Maybe that’s why they’re so quick to be angry or annoyed or frustrated. Most of the time, they’re in control of their lives, but at airports, they don’t really have that.”

			“You think adults are really in control of their lives?”

			“You don’t?”

			James pops the cap off his cup and uses his straw to scoop up some whipped cream. “Nah. It’s a trick. I think ninety percent of them don’t know what the fuck they’re doing. The other ten are just pretending.”

			“How about that guy?” Michelle asks, pointing at a guy in his twenties who’s walking slowly while reading a thick hardcover book. He has a pant leg tucked into a sock, as if he’s getting ready to go biking. James and Michelle don’t know that this guy, Roger Sterlinger, has intense social anxiety, often soothed by riding his twelve-speed mountain bike. On travel days, he indeed pretends he is simply getting ready to go biking, for the comfort the self-deception provides.

			James laughs. “That guy’s cool. Not pretending to be in control, that’s for sure. Doing his own thing. I respect that.”

			They watch him make his way down the hall, surprisingly good at avoiding others while he continues to read, blocking out the world around him. Outside, the Georgia sun has dipped below the horizon, lighting up the tiniest slivers of clouds in its retreat. Runway markers and wingtip lights stand out in the settling dark, but James notices the lack of movement. The few lone planes not docked at their gates are frozen in their taxiing queue as they wait for the airport to sort shit out, listless faces visible in their windows.

			“Eighteen,” Michelle says. James looks up at her, feels his attraction to her is plastered all over his face, and has to look away again. “You asked how old I am.”

			“Cool.” James drags out the word, honestly impressed. The age has always felt magical to him, always far off no matter how much he approaches it. The truth is that he’s terrified of eighteen and the changes it’ll bring. It’s not like his parents are gonna boot him out or anything, but it still feels like, at eighteen, he’ll have to face the world on his own. The world and all its worries—climate change, political divides, wealth gaps, natural disasters, rent, taxes; he’s not sure how anyone can handle it. It feels absurd at times. “What’s it feel like?”

			“The exact same as sixteen,” Michelle says, and laughs. “Maybe like I’m a little closer to having to pretend like I know what I’m doing.”

			“Are you still in high school?”

			“Yeah, graduating in June.” James starts to ask a question, but Michelle interrupts. “I have to warn you, if the word ‘plans’ is in your next sentence, I will pour the rest of my coffee on your head.”

			James reaches over and lifts her coffee cup, peeking inside, then making a face that says, Eh, it’s not that much coffee. Michelle smiles, combs some hair back behind her ear. There’s a swell of music, a crescendo of strings like you’d expect to hear in a movie at a time not entirely unlike this one. James’s and Michelle’s eyes are locked for an instant, and the music so perfectly coincides with James’s increased heart rate that he believes this is all some sort of hallucination, a sixteen-year-old kid’s overactive imagination, too heavily influenced by movies to let a moment stand on its own.

			Turns out it’s just a track on the overhead café speakers. And it cuts out just a moment after James and Michelle look into each other’s eyes, not because of symbolism, but because the power has called it quits again, packing off and shrouding the airport in absolute darkness.
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			This time, the darkness does not flicker away in a moment. Nor does any remaining daylight from the outside make its way into the building.

			After sitting up straight, as alert as everyone else around him (though he cannot see that he is not alone in his reaction), James freezes. He can’t make anything out, but we can. The clerk at the bookstore holds out the change for a recently purchased book, her fingers clutched tightly around the coins. A man who’d reached inside his jacket’s breast pocket to proffer an engagement ring to his boyfriend never closes his hand around the box. Michelle, who’d been eyeing her new companion, watches for the movement of his silhouette, thinking, Don’t go. A child calls out for their mommy, as if unsure she’s still there. One person nearby starts hyperventilating; another curls up on the floor into a tight ball.

			A moment later, the emergency floodlights lining the hallway of Atlanta’s international airport come alive in a blinding flash of white, and hell breaks loose. Though, for now, it’s not all hell. Just some of it.

			Some people in the terminal, unsure of what else to do, simply start sprinting down the hallway, shrieking and waving their arms in the air the way a cartoon character might. Others shriek while standing or sitting (or, in a few cases, squatting) in place. Some, cajoled by their instincts into believing it is the best of all possible options, lie down on the floor and play dead. Still others, blessed by their phones’ battery lives and a connection to a still-functioning wireless network, shrug off the turn of events and post mild-mannered complaints on social media. They text their friends or spouses that they’ll be arriving late. Some try to google what’s happening and find nothing.

			A few, hosts to the looting gene that overtakes many a celebratory sports fan (and their defeated counterparts), decide that the best course of action in this unlikely dark is to run out on their restaurant bills and raid the duty-free store, maybe break a window or two. A group of Japanese business types in a private room of a first-class airport lounge continue their sales presentation bathed in the glow of their computer screens. Thirty or so people who happen to be using the bathroom at the time shake their heads and think, Of course.

			James and Michelle look at each other, eyebrows raised. They have similar contradictory thoughts: that they should check on their families, that they should not split from each other’s company. They remain seated as the airport collectively loses its shit.

			Murmurs about terrorism start spreading, from the table next to them to the restaurant next door, gaining traction as they make their way across the B gates. James can’t help but fall into that theory’s grip, at least for a moment. A group of guys in military dress jog down the hall, trying to find a way to make themselves useful. Raised in the age he was, it’s hard for James not to feel a creeping sense of panic. Fear, now, that makes his heart beat faster.

			Beneath it, though, still joy. More delays are coming, and Michelle is still seated across from him. He feels like an asshole for thinking of joy, not knowing if anyone’s hurt, not knowing if something seriously wrong that leaves no room for thoughts of happiness is going down.

			Shit, what if this is something awful? What if he’s one of those unlucky people who find themselves in the worst possible place at the worst possible time? This is what he expects of growing old: that the longer he goes on, the harder it will be to avoid tragedy. Everything he sees in the news will come crashing onto his lap. This, whatever it is, is at last the first of many horrors that will come his way. He can avoid them no longer.

			Michelle, meanwhile, is wondering if her life is going to flash before her eyes. Like many others in the airport, she has the perhaps-paranoid notion that she is in danger. Unlike many others, though, she feels no panic at the thought. The future is not in her hands, and whatever will come will come.

			If her life is indeed going to flash before her eyes, Michelle wonders if that means she’s going to have to relive the past week with her grandparents. Them at the kitchen table in the morning, huddled over coffee, discussing their will with her dad as if it were a movie they’d all seen the night before. Mamie lifting the oxygen mask off her nose just to crack another joke about how to get rid of her body when she goes. Fuck, when your life flashes before your eyes, do the feelings pass through too? If that’s the case, Michelle would rather opt out of that whole thing. She’s had a good life and all, but some shit should only be lived through once, and the discomfort of the weeklong farewell definitely fits into that category.

			James’s and Michelle’s thoughts fall apart when the regular lights all shoot back on, the emergency ones blinking out at the same time, as if passing the torch. The departures monitors light up. James watches for the flight cancellations to start rolling in, but they hold steady at delayed. Nervous energy permeates the airport. Leg jitters are at an all-time high, and there are more than a few aimless chuckles, bodies trying to ease the tension with uncalled-for laughter.

			The café’s speakers continue the song where they left off, crescendo of strings and harmonizing vocals (though James, not looking into Michelle’s eyes at the moment, no longer associates the sound with any romantic notions).

			The airport’s speakers, which so far have only been used to repeat their standard PSAs to not let strangers pack or handle one’s luggage, come on. Instead of a robotic feminine voice, there’s the staticky hiss of a real person fumbling with a microphone. A man clears his throat, mumbles something unintelligible. Then: “Ladies and gentlemen, we apologize for the…um…you know. The recent power outages. Rest assured that the problem has been resolved and that there is no need to worry. Most flight schedules should not be dramatically affected. We are working with airline and airport personnel to ensure the smoothness of functionality that, um…” A few muffled voices in the background, the sound of a hand being clasped over the mic. “(I don’t know, Gary, there’s no script for this. I’m doing my best.) Please keep close attention to flight monitors and be aware of possible delays and flight changes. At this time there is no reason to think flights will be canceled. Please remain calm. Thank you.”

			The airport murmurs its collective response. James and Michelle exchange a look, and despite it all, they manage to smile.
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			It is still unclear if there is something nefarious afoot in the Atlanta airport. The air-conditioning is whirring, strong as it ever was. The Wi-Fi signal is functional enough, though every fifteen minutes it forces users to click through and accept the terms and conditions again. In the too-bright white floodlights, the airport hallways look more like a film set, like the last act of an action movie, or the first act of a horror film. James would really rather not be in either. Where are the rom-coms, you know?

			He’s sitting stiffly in his chair, wondering what he should be doing. He wonders what he should be feeling, if his reactions should more closely mirror what others around him are doing. Is panic the move here? He doesn’t feel panic, not yet anyway.

			The screamers have exhausted themselves, so the airport is much calmer. There seem to be no explosions, no gunfire, nothing that points toward violence or imminent danger. A few people are still running around. Those who look official have not drawn any weapons, and despite the strangeness of the situation, this detail puts James at ease. James has not seen anything like this before, but he knows that if shit is going down, you probably don’t have to look far to find a gun.

			Next to him, Michelle has now kicked both her feet up onto the chair and is sipping her coffee. “Weird,” she says. “My hopes for a slumber party might not be so crazy, eh?”

			James manages a chuckle. He looks up and down the B gates hallway. A middle-aged woman wearing glasses has decided that in the present circumstances, it is okay to smoke a cigarette without bothering to look for a designated lounge. Her fellow passengers cast annoyed, disbelieving looks, which she chooses to ignore. At gate B17, the flight to Kansas City is now slated for a midnight departure, and it seems like every single person meant to be on board has lined up to have a word with the poor airline representative.

			“What do you think is happening?” James asks. He doesn’t feel as chill as Michelle looks, but he’s trying to pretend these little signs of the airport unraveling aren’t bothering him.

			For Michelle, the truth is that, despite her exterior chill, the airport’s status has sent her mind spiraling back to the past week. She’s seeing her grandparents’ faces in her mind’s eye, no matter how interesting the scenes in front of her are. She’s seeing herself avoiding her grandparents, not even offering to cook with them in the evening after the party, when it’s become clear that they mean to stick to their plan. Michelle shrugs at James. “Nothing we can do about it anyway. I wouldn’t worry.”

			James runs a hand over his hair, which he keeps closely shorn. His parents might be freaking out, or they still might not have noticed anything. He takes a look at his phone, and though its inactivity relaxes him, he wonders if he should return to them, if he should be calling for help, somehow. Make sure everything is okay, because it sure as shit seems like things are not. But then Michelle reaches over and touches him. It is just the slightest tip of her index and middle fingers, a simple tap on the bone that protrudes in a bump on his wrist. Possibly the least interesting way two people can touch each other. A call to attention, nothing more. But for a moment, it causes James’s mind to empty of everything but Michelle, as if she has found a secret button on his skin. He can feel her coursing through his veins, and he wonders if his earlier rant about love was bullshit. Maybe all those other times he thought it might be love—making fun of Sandra when he was nine just to bring up her name; the hurt of not hearing back from a crush via text, the pain proof positive of love; Marcus’s sister, Aubrey, all of freshman year, how he’d dream of her every night, then wake to see her at school, shocked that she hadn’t shared in the dream, that she still didn’t know who he was—he was wrong. This was it. A simple touch that pulls you into another being, that pulls them into you. Nothing else could be love.

			He relaxes
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