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When the world goes quiet, what echoes through the ruins is love, grief, and everything we couldn’t outrun. 
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	Trauma responses and emotional distress
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For the echoes we carry. For what remains. And for those who are still here.
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“This is an Emergency Broadcast Transmission. We are interrupting your regular schedule for this emergency announcement.” 
I shut the water off and wipe the droplets off my face as I walk from the bathroom to the bed in my hotel room. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States.” 
A man’s face fills the screen of my TV. He’s too pale, too still. The kind of still that means someone has already told him that the world was ending and he hadn’t had a chance to practice saying it out loud yet.
“My fellow Americans, I never thought this would be an announcement I would make in my lifetime—”
I’m waiting for the announcement as I stare at the TV, waiting for the punchline, something that tells me this is a joke. But the banner scrolling across the bottom of the screen isn’t a joke.
EMERGENCY ALERT: ASTEROID HEADED TOWARD EARTH.
My stomach drops. 
“A large asteroid has been identified and is on a collision course with Earth. There’s a high probability that pieces of the asteroid will impact us in approximately one year. Please stay calm and wait for further instructions.”
One. Year.
The screen cuts back to the reality TV show I was watching before the announcement started, as if nothing had happened. There are bright lights, fake laughter, and a woman throwing a drink across the dinner table.
I look around the room in stunned silence before getting up to find my co-workers. I need other people. I need proof I hadn’t imagined it. Walking out to the hotel lobby, I’m met by three of my fellow archaeologists and friends.
“Adrian, did you just see that news announcement?” Kay asks, breathless, eyes wide.
“It can’t be real. There's no way it’s real,” Brian mutters, shaking his head as if he could shake the words loose.
“What the fuck is happening? This isn’t real!” Greg grunts as he storms toward us, jaw tight.
Soon, all eight of us gathered in the lobby, looking at each other in confused silence. 
Larry and Bryce, our crew chiefs, come out of their rooms and meet us. 
“Listen, everyone, we don’t know what’s going on either, but we’re making calls and seeing what the client wants to do about the dig.” 
“What? Like, they might end the project early?” Paul questions.
“Yeah, I think folks are scared and confused, which means things will likely start getting shut down. Remember what happened with COVID-19? This will probably be similar, and we should plan for that,” Bryce responds. 
The murmur is quiet at first before it fills the lobby. It’s not only our team in the lobby now; more and more hotel patrons are joining us there. Everyone is asking, “Is this real?” and “What do we do now?” The confusion and fear are palpable in the small room, cloying. The smell of it clinging to everyone. 
I’ve thought a lot about how I would react in bad situations. As an archaeologist, I’ve dealt with dicey situations before, when crew members had been hurt. Still, this was on another level. I wanted to believe that I’d stay calm and handle whatever the problem was. 
I know I’m in shock. We all are. My mind goes blank, momentarily freezes, and then everything jumps into motion. Now’s the time to decide if I’ll be swept away by fear or frozen. The world is imploding, and reality is beginning to unwind. How am I going to react as everything starts to crack and shatter? When does the ordinary give way to chaos? 

      [image: ]“Let’s all go back to our rooms, and we’ll meet in the conference room tomorrow morning instead of going out to the field. Maybe there will be more information by then.” Larry speaks loudly enough for all of us to hear him over the other voices in the lobby. 
“Right, maybe this is all just an elaborate hoax or something, and it’ll be fixed in the morning.” I look at Jessie, Brian, Kay, and the others in the group. We’re all so hopeful that this isn’t real. But something tells me that it is very real, and we need to prepare ourselves for what will happen next. 
Nodding, I pat Brian and Kay on their shoulders and head back toward my room on the hotel’s second floor. Brian and Kay are both on that floor, so we walk together, and none of us says a word. 
“I guess I'll see y’all in the morning,” I say, reaching for the door handle to my room. “Try to get some rest. I think we’re going to be needing it.” 
I look them both in the eyes and see my fear mirrored back at me. 
Nodding to them, I step into my room, hoping the terror I feel from the outside world will disappear once the door shuts behind me. 
But it doesn’t. 
Leaning against the door, I let my legs give way, and I slide down, sitting on the gross, worn carpet of the hotel. Closing my eyes, I flashback to the television announcement that feels like it happened a lifetime ago. 
At first, it all seemed like it should, but looking through the glamour of the President of the United States, I could start to see the truth. The illusion was of a well-put-together, calm, collected, and in-control individual. The reality was a slight tremor of the hand, resulting in a shaking paper; a sheen of sweat on the upper lip, revealed by a camera flash; a wrinkled shirt, slightly unkempt hair, and darting, bloodshot eyes, desperately trying to avoid eye contact. 
Looking closely, nothing was what it seemed. There was a look on the President’s face that I can only describe as a mix of fear and panic. It seemed like the fear was oozing out of his pores like a drop of sweat. There was a trembling in his voice that matched the shaking of his hands. He licked his lips as if he were parched and dying for water. It’s burned into my mind, the look in his eyes. It reminds me of a cornered animal with fierce eyes—darting around, bared teeth, and pure panic. There was no escaping telling us all that we were doomed. 
“I can’t believe this is happening.” My whisper bounces back to my shellshocked ears.
There is an asteroid that’s going to demolish the world. What does one do with only a year to live and the world’s end looming?






  
  
May 15, 2030

I’ve decided to keep a journal from now until the end. I’m not sure if it’s the anthropologist in me or the need to write this down to try to make sense of it. It’s 3:00 a.m., the day after the announcement. I’m having trouble sleeping, and I’m sure I’m not the only one. I can’t help but wonder what will happen next. How will people react to the news? Will it be like in the movies? We saw people go crazy over COVID-19, and now this is happening again. If this project ends, I should go home and be with my family. It’s the only thing I can think of doing. I haven’t turned the TV on since the first announcement. I’m scared to see what else is going on in the world. I don’t want this to be real. It can’t be real, can it? 



Iset my journal down on the bed next to me. I haven’t been able to sleep yet and can feel the fatigue setting in. I’m scared to close my eyes. What if I fall asleep and then wake up and it’s all the same? That means that this wasn’t a dream. I don’t want it to be real. 
Picking up my phone, I see a text from my mom. It’s the first time she’s texted me in months since my last visit. 
“Will you be coming home?” 
It is a simple, yet loaded, question. Will I be going home? Where, even, is home? I’ve been moving around since I left for college and rarely stay in a single place for longer than two years. Home was wherever I was, and I am okay with that. Yet seeing that text from my mom made me feel a longing I hadn’t experienced since the first time I drove away from her worn, tattered house over 20 years ago. 
Rolling to my side, I turn off the bedside lamp and sink into the covers, wishing the sun would come up and the wait was over. I seem to have trouble shutting my brain off. It’s swirling with questions, and my anxiety is running rampant. This is just the beginning. What will happen as people start to lose their minds with fear? Does the government have a plan? What should I be doing? 
As I lie in bed, I’m at a loss, letting my anxious thoughts wash over me like waves. My chest feels tight, and it’s becoming increasingly difficult to breathe. Sitting up, I hang my legs over the end of the hotel bed and stare at the stark contrast of my pale feet against the ugly greenish color of the hotel carpet. 
Just take deep breaths, in and out, in and out. 
I inhale through my nose and exhale through my mouth, focusing on my feet and trying to think of nothing else. 
In and out.
In and out.
The tightness slowly passes, and I take a full, deep breath, close my eyes, and flop back across the width of the bed. The old mattress does little to soften the fall. Looking over at the clock, it’s only been 30 minutes. Getting up, I walk around to the small fridge and grab a beer from it. I might as well. Maybe it will help me sleep. Sitting down at the table by the window, looking out over the desert, I’m reminded of where I grew up: Sandridge, Nebraska. It’s like Moses Lake, Washington, in that it’s desolate in its own way—a sad place in many ways. 
Sandridge is a small farming town located in north-central Nebraska, just south of the South Dakota border. It’s surrounded by cornfields and cows, like here, except it has orchards and cows. Growing up there was uncomplicated, yet we all understood the importance of hard work at a young age. Sandridge is like many small farming communities in the rural parts of any midwestern state. 
Everyone knows everyone else’s business and is likely to share it with you. The kids are all looking to get out, and the adults are all wondering how they ended up there. People seem happy enough, but there’s an almost tangible feeling of wanting something more. 
Growing up there, I wanted nothing more than to get out and away. I hated knowing that anytime I did anything, everyone around town would know about it. It wasn’t just that they knew, either. It was that they would talk about it, bring it up constantly, and bully you for it if they could. It was the way they’d talk: over coffee, in church parking lots, in the aisles of the grocery store, as if the town itself was one long-running group chat that you weren’t invited to. They’d smile to your face and whisper behind your back while slowly twisting the knife they’d embedded there.
This was a place where being different wasn’t okay. You needed to fit in and be like everyone else to make it out in one piece. My family was ostracized and considered too “poor” for many goings-on in town. We lived on the wrong side of the tracks, used food stamps, and my parents had health problems. These things made us easy targets for others to pick on. According to my mom, we were never good enough for others. I often wonder how much of that was true and how much of that was my mom’s insecurities and anxieties. 
People say that children can be cruel, but living in a small town, I found out that adults are often the ones who are cruel. Where do the kids learn it from? If there were differences, you were ostracized, bullied, and broken, but that’s all part of being a kid, right? It helps build character. At least, that’s what we tell ourselves to feel better. 
I never fully fit in with any one group of kids growing up. I was a floater who could get along with everyone yet didn’t fit in with anyone. I was always trying to fit in, trying to be one of the “cool” kids, but never quite getting there—always a supporting character, never the main character, not even in my own life. I was socially accepted enough to be invited to parties. I could hang out with the jocks and intelligent kids, yet I was awkward enough that I never fully felt like I belonged with them. I was never sure if I was being laughed at or if they were laughing with me. 
The light from my phone makes me look down, pulling me away from my thoughts of home. A small pool of condensation has formed on the table under my beer. I’ve only taken a few sips, and it’s already warm. The air conditioning in the hotel room is working overtime and is doing very little to ease the heat. I wipe the condensation off the table and grab my phone. 
“Some of us are in the breakfast room if you want to join. We couldn’t sleep.”
It’s from Kay. I look at the time at the top of the screen. It’s 4:15 in the morning. I might as well join them, seeing as how it’s not likely that I’ll be sleeping. The breakfast room also has better air conditioning. What a weird thing to be worried about. Shaking my head at myself and my wandering thoughts, I dress in a pair of worn workpants and a t-shirt. Pausing, I look in the mirror next to the TV. I’m paler than usual, and my short, dark hair stands on end from running my hands through it. I catch a glimpse of my own eyes and pause. In my eyes, there’s something I don’t recognize. A look that I’ve not seen before on myself. Is this what fear genuinely looks like? 






  
  
“Hey, come join us.” Kay pats the table next to her. There are more people here than just our archaeology crew. It seems that the hotel has started serving breakfast early, which is nice. It’s giving us all a place to go to be with others and find some semblance of safety and community in a time of uncertainty. 
Sitting down next to Kay, we lean toward each other, seeking comfort in closeness. I look at the others from the crew: Bryce, Brian, and Paul. They’re my family. These people, who were strangers just nine months ago, are now my family. We live together, eat together, work together, and play together. All our time is spent bonding and weaving into each other’s lives. A new dig means a new crew, which means a new family, and right now, this crew in Moses Lake, Washington, is my family. What’s going to happen to all of us when we leave here? Will we be able to keep in touch? Will it matter as the world comes to an end? 
“Everything okay?” Kay asks, leaning into me so that the sides of our bodies are pressed together. 
“I don’t know how to feel about all of this. I’m not sure what to do. How to act?” I look at her, seeking answers, and see the same haunted look in her eyes that I saw in my own a few minutes earlier. 
Looking around at the table, I see it; we all wear the same expression. That’s what it is: a shadow clinging to us. Now I understand when people say someone looks marked by something they can’t shake. I see clearly the feverish glint in the eyes, paired with a hollow distance, confusion clouding them, and a strange slackness in the face. This is what it means to be carrying ghosts.
Someone turns on the TV, and everyone in the room turns to look.
“…again, we have no new information to report on the asteroid that is on a collision course with Earth, and we haven’t heard anything from the officials at NASA. We know that the same information is being shared worldwide, and other countries are encouraging their citizens to stay calm until more information becomes available.”
The TV is turned off, and conversation resumes. It’s a mix of people making plans to leave the hotel and others discussing how it’s all a lie and that the government is manipulating us. Something in my gut tells me this is the real deal, and the government is just as lost as we are. I know NASA has procedures in place for situations like this, but I wonder how effective they are and whether they’ll work in this case. I guess we’ll find out. 
An odd calm has settled over me since I arrived in the breakfast room with the crew. The panic I felt earlier in my room is just a slight twinge in the pit of my stomach. 
Kay grabs my hand as a fight breaks out across the room between two dads with different opinions on how the world will or won’t end. Their wives and children gather around the two scuffling middle-aged men, trying to separate them. The fight is over before it even begins, with both men grabbing their wives and heading to separate sides of the room. 
What was even the point, I wonder, watching both families. There are tears and real fear on the children’s faces as their mothers cuddle them close to comfort them. This is just the beginning, and it will only get worse from here as more people begin to realize this is real. The man who started the fight by calling the other one stupid for believing in such “mainstream media bullshit” grabs his kids and wife. They leave the room, but not before he tosses a comment about all of us being sheep led to the slaughter, or something along those lines. 
“What a bunch of idiots,” Bryce says, leaning back in his chair, sipping his coffee. I try not to notice the trembling in his hand; maybe it’s from too much caffeine. “What are you going to do?” I turn to look at Kay. She’s slightly disheveled, as we all are, as the clock ticks over to 5:00 a.m. 
“I’m probably going home to be with my family in California. My sisters and brother are already going to my grandmother’s house. I’ll meet them there in the next couple of days.” Kay’s smile is sad as she looks around the room. I wonder what she’s thinking. “What about you? Will you go home?” she asks, looking back at me. 
I wonder what I look like to her right now. Do I have the same dazed look on my face as everyone else?
“I guess so. I don’t know where else I would go. My mom texted me asking me the same thing. I suppose it’s what I should do.” 
“What do you want to do?” she asks, swaying into me and out again. 
“I don’t know,” I say, leaning into the swaying, “I suppose I’ll go home. It’s the right thing to do, to be with family.”
“We’re family.” The swaying stops.
“Yes.” I don’t know what else to say. I’m not sure what she wants from me. To say that I’d go to California with her? I don’t think I could do that. Shouldn’t I do what everyone else is doing? Go home and be with my family, even if it’s not what I necessarily want to do. 
Kay’s eyes search for mine briefly before sliding away, focusing on nothing in particular as she avoids my gaze. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“It was silly anyway. It makes sense that you would go home. It’s what you should do, and you always do what you should, right?” Kay’s words sting. She isn’t wrong, though. I always do what I should, whether I want to or not. It’s how I was raised, a people pleaser. I am never one to speak out, and I am always willing to do whatever I can to please others. I am always seeking affirmation from others and struggle to speak kindly to myself. 
“Sorry,” I say again, as Kay shakes her head, leaning into me. 
“It doesn’t matter.” A whisper filled with so much more than words can say. 
We sit in silence as time slowly ticks by, eventually watching the sun come up through the dirty windows of the hotel. 

      [image: ]Larry and the other crew members join us in the breakfast room, taking up most of the space. Many people who had been with us throughout the early morning hours had already packed and left. 
“What’s the word, Larry? Are we shutting down the dig?” Brian asks. We all look at Larry as he settles back into the flimsy hotel chair. It creaks under his weight and, for a moment, I envision him tumbling comedically to the floor as it gives way. I almost smile. 
“Yes, the company has decided to terminate our contract and end the dig until they know more about what’s happening. For all non-local people, you can start heading out today or tomorrow. We’ll cover the hotel for you for one more day. After that, it’s out of your pocket.” I nod my head along with everyone else as we digest the information. 
“I’d suggest that you all try to get some sleep and leave either later tonight or early tomorrow. I’m guessing the roads will get crazier the longer you wait to leave.” Larry looks at each of us. He doesn’t have the same harrowed look as the rest of us. He seems…fine, resigned almost. 
“When will you leave?” I ask, looking at Kay.
“Today, probably this afternoon. I want to get home as soon as possible, and you know the traffic in Southern California will be wild.” 
“Makes sense.” I look at her again, wanting to hug her, show affection, and comfort her more than leaning in. 
“I’d better get to packing.” She moves away from the table, and I find myself reaching for her as she gets up and starts walking away. 
“Wait up! I’ll come with you.” I get up from the table, saying rushed goodbyes to the rest of the team and jogging to catch up with Kay. 
“Kay! Wait! I…” 
“You…what? You, what?” She turns on me, the vacant, scared look in her eyes now one of sadness and anger. 
“You’ve had nine months to decide what you want, and you’ve been too scared of being yourself to accept it, and now it’s too late. We’re out of time, and you’re still too scared to let yourself go!” It’s a hushed whisper but carries so much force that I step back. 
“Kay, I…thought we would have more time. I wasn’t ready for a relationship or anything; I couldn’t have known that the world would end.” 
“Let’s not do this. Let’s leave each other on a happy note, with all our great memories. Let’s not make this a thing and make it any sadder than it already is.” Kay leans in, gently kissing me before turning away and unlocking the door to her hotel room. 
Once again, I’m left not knowing what to say. Before closing the door, Kay turns, leans into the open space between us, and looks me in the eyes.
“It could have been great. Us. We could have been great. But now, we’ll never know, will we? If you get lonely in Nebraska, come see me before the world ends.” Kay shuts the door before I can tell her how I feel, that I want to go with her. That I would love for there to be an “us”; that would be great. I want to tell her all of that, but I don’t. I can’t. 






  
  
May 16, 2030

It’s 6:00 a.m. the following day, and it’s real. I managed to get some sleep even though my anxiety ramped up again once I returned to my room. I woke up about an hour ago, knowing I needed to get on the road. I know I need to return to Nebraska and be back home. It’s a long drive, almost twenty-four hours on the road, so I’ll have to make a pit stop somewhere along the way, probably in Montana. I don’t know what to expect on the roads, and I’m scared, or maybe I’m more nervous. I’m not sure. 



Closing my journal and capping my pen, I drop both into my backpack. I’ve already said my goodbyes and am anxious to get on the road and get out of town. I’ve driven this route twice and know it well, but I still get nervous when traveling long distances. Not to mention how people will be driving given the world’s end. 
As I carry my suitcases to my car, I pass Bryce and Brian. They’re headed to Spokane, where they live, and have short drives ahead of them.
“Adrian! You heading out?” Bryce asks, coming over to help me load up my shit. 
“Yup, figured I might as well get an early start. When are y’all heading out, again?” 
“Here in a bit, we’ll caravan our way home, just in case we run into any issues.” 
“That’s smart. I hope y’all get home safely,” I say, giving Bryce a warm hug that lasts longer than any other hug we’ve shared. Brian also comes in for a hug, and we spend a moment in silence together. These two are my favorite team members. We spent so much time together as dig partners and outside work, drinking and getting into trouble. I will miss them both. 
My chest and throat grow tight with tears as I drop my backpack into the passenger seat of my car. 
“Be safe, and good luck,” Bryce says, as he and Brian wave to me.
I wave back and brush a tear from my suntanned, freckled cheek. I want to believe I’ll see them again, even though I know I won’t. This is the last time I’ll see the family I’ve built here. I cry silently as I merge onto I-90 East and start the drive back to Nebraska, back to the place I once called home. 

      [image: ]As I drive, I can’t help but think back to my childhood in Nebraska and what it was like growing up there. The early years of my life were spent in a tiny town of about 45 people called Prairie Bend. Its name comes from the rolling fields of prairieland that make up the landscape. It was beautiful there. We just had corn fields, so it was nice to drive 45 minutes away and it was like you were in a different world—all green, with rolling sandhills and creeks. 
I remember spending summers outdoors, taking in the scents, feeling the sun’s warmth on my skin, getting chickenpox and being confined to the house, and playing with our rabbits in the grass around the house. 
I can’t remember a single winter in that place, even though I spent a few there. It’s nothing but summer days, the smell of sun-kissed skin, and colorful houses. 
The community consisted of large Queen Anne-style homes of all shapes and colors. We moved houses regularly, and because the town was so small, we kids would pack our toys in trash bags, throw them into our red wagons, and pull them down the street to our new home. I can remember going through this process at least three times. 
We lived in blue, pink, and white houses before I was in the first grade. I only remember the places we lived in by the color of the house. I have clear memories of all the houses, but the one that stands out the most is the pink house. I loved that house. I had a large bedroom with a bay window that I was obsessed with. 
The pink house was full of happy times and great memories. We got our first karaoke machine in the pink place. Our evenings were spent singing to artists like Amy Grant, Cher, and Bon Jovi, as well as many other classic ‘80s bands. I remember getting my first cat, Princess, meeting my best friend, Hannah, and falling asleep to everyone yelling “I love you” through the house. The pink house was our family at its best, and the white house was the beginning of the end.
My memories of the white house consist of a massive staircase that we used to throw our toys down and a bullet hole in one of the upstairs windows. I used to stare at that bullet hole and make up stories about how it got there, surmising that whatever had happened in that house hadn’t been good. There was a feeling in that house that was off; we could all sense it, but we didn’t understand what it meant. Arguments became more frequent, yelling overtaking the love, and the music faded. 
We weren’t in the white house for long before moving into a farmhouse in the country about 10 miles outside of Sandridge. When we moved in, the former residents shared a story with us. They said the house’s original owner had died on the property after getting his arm caught in a combine and bleeding to death in the fields behind the house. Leaving all of us to believe that his ghost haunted the house. 
It was also rumored that he had buried a large amount of money on the property. We never found proof of either statement, but there were times in that house when my skin would crawl as I lay in bed, feeling eyes on me from the open closet door. My older brother, Garrett, also had an experience where he woke up to a man with glowing red eyes looking at him from his bedroom doorway. This was when all of us kids stopped sleeping upstairs. For us, it was real—and it was terrifying. 
Things started to change in this farmhouse for my family: I gained a new sibling, Adam, in the house where we grew up, where my mom fell ill, and where my parents’ love for each other began to fade.   
I also recall spending our nights at the town’s only bowling alley during this time. That bowling alley was a constant presence throughout my childhood and early adulthood. My parents loved bowling and went every week, sometimes on weekends. They would give us kids handfuls of coins and send us back into the arcade so we didn’t interfere with their bowling game. It was an ideal picture of a family night out in the ‘90s. 
Journey, Eddie Money, and Def Leppard sang us through the night. The bowling alley smelled of mold, cheap fried foods, and spilled beer; the air was full of cigarette smoke. 
The sounds, songs, and smells comprised most of my childhood. I often returned to the bowling alley for birthday parties and Saturday night hangouts throughout high school. When I was in my early 20s, I would return yet again to work at the bowling alley bar as an unemployed recent college graduate. It was precisely the same as when I was younger, maybe a little smellier, but the people were the same, the songs were the same, and there was still the smell of mold and bad fried foods. That bowling alley was a keystone in our family. It was there at the beginning and end of my parents’ relationship, and their attendance at bowling events ebbed and flowed like their love for one another.






  
  
Billings, Montana, is the perfect spot to stop between Moses Lake, Washington, and Sandridge, Nebraska. It’s almost halfway between the two. It’s also the largest city in Montana, so I’ll have better luck finding a hotel and can stay close to the interstate just in case I need to make a quick exit. 
Pulling off I-90 East, I take the last exit in town and find a hotel right off the interstate. It’s nothing fancy, and it doesn’t need to be. I’ve been on the road for around ten hours, and I need to crash for a bit before I get going again. 
 “Made it to Billings.”
I hit send on the text to my mom as I head into the hotel to see if they have any availability. There isn’t anyone at the front desk, and the place smells like old food and smoke. 
“Hello!” I look around the empty lobby, holding my breath as I wait for the clerk to materialize.
A younger man comes out from somewhere behind the counter. 
“What do you want?” 
Rude. “A room, please.” 
“Three hundred dollars.” 
“For one night?” I can’t keep the surprise out of my voice as I look at him. 
“Haven’t you heard? The world is ending. I can charge whatever I want now.” I’m pretty sure that’s not how it works, but I don’t have the energy to argue with him, and even if I did, he has a point. 
“Two-fifty,” I say back, looking him dead in the eye.
“Two-seventy-five,” he counters. Nodding, I hand over the exact amount in cash. Something I learned a while ago was that when shit goes down, having cash is one of the best things you can do. I went to the bank yesterday and withdrew all my money. I know carrying so much cash is unsafe, but I also know that many places would now be cash-only. 
The man behind the counter passes me a room key for a room on the second floor. It’s not ideal for a quick exit, but I’m losing steam at this point, and I need to sleep. 
Taking the key, I head up to the room. It smells and doesn’t look like it’s been cleaned in a while. It probably has bed bugs, I think to myself as I pull the sheets and comforter back to inspect the bed and see what’s going on. 
I won’t be sleeping in the bed. I can’t see any bed bugs, but the stains on the sheets don’t do anything for me, either. I take out the food I’ve packed from Moses Lake and sit at the small table by the window. I can see only the parking lot and a small part of the Billings skyline. Turning on the TV, I settle back in the smelly chair for a quick bite. I’m unsure if I will stay the whole night, but I need to eat and get at least a few hours of rest before I hit the road again. If anything, I can pull over and sleep in the car somewhere along the way. 
“In today’s news, riots have begun breaking out in larger cities in the U.S. According to our international correspondents, other countries appear to be handling the situation more effectively, with minimal riots and many citizens adhering to government restrictions. 
Billings has not seen any unrest, although there have been a few minor encounters with law enforcement as the day continues. It’s mainly smaller stores dealing with individuals stockpiling of goods and complaints about stores’ price gouging.”
Turning the TV down, I look out the window and focus on my plan for the next day. I need to finish my drive, so it’s another twelve hours until I get home to Sandridge, if everything goes right. I’ll get through Montana and South Dakota and then work my way down to Sandridge along the Nebraska-South Dakota border. It’s a drive I’ve made before, and I typically enjoy it. Still, I have massive anxiety about driving through the Badlands right now, knowing that gas will be expensive, and in short supply, in that area. 
Putting the rest of my food back in the cooler, I turn the TV volume up just enough to hear it and bring the other chair around so I can put my feet up on it. This is how I’ll be sleeping tonight. No way in hell will I be sleeping on that bed. 
I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep, but my neck has me groaning in pain when I wake up. I must have been slouching weirdly in the chair. What woke me up? Looking around, everything looks normal, but something definitely woke me up. 
The TV is static, casting the room in an eerie glow, and nothing seems right. Looking out of the hotel window, everything looks normal, until I look a little closer at Billings’s skyline. 
I can see the faint glow of something on fire…no, wait. There appear to be fires burning throughout the skyline. Just as I start to stand, a massive explosion rocks the horizon, illuminating the night sky and sending shockwaves rippling through the air. The glass in front of me rattles but doesn’t break. Chills sweep through my body as I watch the horizon ignite. 
Holy shit, Billings is burning. 
I need to get the fuck out of here. Springing up, my heart is in my throat, and panic fills me. I need to run and get out before the roads fill up. I grab my bag and cooler and bolt for the door, wrench it open, and tear down the outdoor walkway. Doors bang open around me. Someone shouts. Someone else screams. The air buzzes with panic as people spill from their rooms, colliding, swearing, dropping keys and bags. Everyone surges toward the parking lot, toward their cars, desperate to get out before whatever happened downtown crawls its way to the edges of the city.
The parking lot is chaos. Engines roaring, horns blaring, tires screeching against asphalt. I hurl my gear into the backseat and fumble for the keys, my hands slick with sweat. The engine turns over once, twice, then catches. Relief barely has time to register. I have enough gas to get away from Billings, but not enough to disappear. Not enough to feel safe.
I slam the car into reverse and nearly plow into a family of four as they sprint for their minivan two rows down, the parents shouting, kids crying, the sound sharp and panicked in my ears. I jam the brakes, heart pounding, lungs burning, the lot pressing in on me from every side as if the city itself were trying to keep us trapped.
Fuck, that was close!
Taking a deep breath, I try to calm myself. I need to focus so I don’t get in a car accident. Focus. It’s hard to think clearly with my heart beating in my ears and my adrenaline making me shake. 
It’s okay, everything is fine. 
I’m stuck behind three other vehicles as we try to get out of the hotel parking lot and back onto the interstate. Maybe I’m leaving too late. Perhaps the roads are already backed up. Fear causes my stomach to clench, and I check my mirrors to ensure my doors are locked. We finally start to creep forward slowly. So fucking slow. My fingers drum on the steering wheel as I chew on the inside of my cheeks. We need to move. 
I look in the mirrors again at the cars lining up behind me and then glance out the driver’s side window. 
Fuck. 
People are emerging from the tree line around the hotel. They’re running from something. Running from whatever the fuck is happening downtown, and they’re heading right toward us. Looking from the mob of people racing through the parking lot to the cars in front of me, I decide to go off-road and around the three vehicles blocking my exit. I’ll drive on the shoulder or the grass, if I need to. I’m not waiting for people to try to get in my car. 
I slowly pull out, start driving around the cars, and make it to the front of the line, where a continuous stream of traffic from Billings is clogging the road. 
Fuck it. 
I merge onto the shoulder and start slowly driving next to the traffic that’s moving on the main highway. Looking in the rearview mirror, I can see flames and smoke as Billings continues to be engulfed in flames. Whatever blew up must have been highly flammable. 
Several cars from the hotel follow me along the shoulder. We create our caravan, leaving the fleeing people of Billings behind us. 
The interstate is running smoother than I thought, given the number of people trying to get on it. I easily merge into the main traffic stream and take off, not looking back. I don’t want to see what’s behind me. I’m great at running from my problems; this is just another one to avoid.






  
  
Driving through Nebraska is like finding yourself on a different planet. Small, struggling towns occasionally break their remoteness with crumbling buildings and potholed roads. Yes, there are bigger places, like Omaha and Lincoln, but where I’m going, there is nothing but single-lane roads, gently rolling hills, crops, and cows. 
My brothers and I used to work in fields like the ones that I drive past. We all started working on the farm when we were young. I was eight when I started. My older brother, Garrett, and my younger brother, Adam, began working around that age. 
It was demanding work, and the hours were long. I’ve always enjoyed being outside, so perhaps that’s why I liked it. I also got to spend time with my dad and work with my siblings and some of my closest childhood friends. There’s something about being outside, in the sun, doing physical labor, that I find freeing.
Standing outside, breathing in the fresh air, and letting the sun kiss your skin—it’s something I’ll never forget. It’s like the colorful houses. Fresh dirt, sunburned skin, drying sweat, cow feed, birds singing, tractors in the background, ‘80s music on the radio, and the smell of diesel make up my memories. They create a world in my mind. Even without specifics, I can still revisit those places and moments. All it takes is the slightest hit of a familiar smell or a note of music to bring me back
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