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The ocean was still and perfect, and the kind of silvery blue people write poems about. But this isn’t a story about the ocean.
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​Leecie | September 26-28
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My name is Louise Juliana Huffman.

I was eighteen-and-a-half years old when the world ended.

Our story starts not with the apocalypse but with a trip to the airport. Because two days before the chaos and madness and death, there were four friends—who by all accounts shouldn’t have been friends in the first place—crammed into a green-ish pickup truck with the windows down.

It was the last real moment before normal was redefined forever, and it’s seared into my brain.

Luke in the driver’s seat, letting the wind dance over his tan fingers.

Chuck in the passenger seat, his torso stretched over the console in a battle for the aux cord, red curls flying everywhere.

Bolton, who claimed picking the music was his right if he had to be crammed in the back.

And me, the only one to vote for leaving the windows up, the only one who thought seven in the morning was a horrible time to catch a plane.

“No, Bolton, you have horrible taste,” Chuck protested. He made one last valiant grab for the cord, but his fingers came back empty.

“Just for that, we’re listening to ABBA, and that is final,” said Bolton, his last word drowned out by the opening notes of “Dancing Queen” playing at an ungodly volume.

Chuck groaned dramatically enough to be heard over the music and slid back into his seat. “I thought shotgun got to pick the music. Isn’t that a rule somewhere?”

I twisted the ring on my right index finger and watched the blood rush in and out of my skin. I was truly ambivalent on the subject of ABBA, but in a perfect world, it wouldn’t have been on full blast.

Luke turned down the music and rolled up the windows. Whether he read my mind or my face in the rearview, I wasn’t sure, but my ears thanked him all the same. “It’s a bad idea to give the driver a migraine, you know. I might swerve us right off this bridge, and then where would we be?”

“C’mon, please tell me I’m not the only one who recognizes the cultural importance of disco,” Bolton wheedled.

“I’m just saying it sucks,” Chuck said.

“I’m not even sure this counts as disco,” added Luke.

“Guys, it’s literally set at a disco. Like, the people in the song are at a disco.” Bolton turned to me. “Leecie, you’re my last hope.”

“I mean...”

“You’ll be my favorite person.”

I shrugged and offered, “I have no opinion.”

This was met with enthusiastic disapproval.

“I don’t hate it, but it’s not my favorite!” I shouted over the competing voices. “Sorry.”

Bolton clutched his chest. “I don’t know if we can be friends anymore.”

“How shall I ever go on?” I replied flatly.

Luke and Chuck broke out in the obnoxious laughter that only comes from being stuffed in a vehicle for hours.

In their defense, it was a long drive from Gulf Breeze to Jacksonville.

If they’d known what was coming—if any of us had known what was coming—we probably all would have laughed a little harder.

The Jacksonville airport looked like any other airport, a steel and glass monument to transience built in the middle of empty space. Luke parked in the drop-off zone; the music cut off mid-chorus, and the hum of airport noise seeped through the windows.

Chuck had already unloaded his luggage by the time I made it out of the backseat. I stretched to restart what was left of my circulation.

“You got everything?” Bolton asked. “Passport, boarding pass?”

Chuck patted the front pocket of his backpack. “All here.”

“What about the, uh, rest of it?”

“Yes, dad, I got the rest of it.” Chuck gave a tight laugh. “Don’t forget to water the plants while I’m gone, okay? And no drinking my beer. That goes for all y’all.” He pointed between Bolton, Luke, and me.

“So high and mighty because you’re a nineties kid.” Bolton pulled Chuck into a hug. “Be safe out there.”

“Dude, he’s just flying to London,” Luke said.

“Technically Atlanta before that,” I interjected.

Chuck ran his hand through his hair in a vain attempt to tame it. “Fantastic point. I’ll be fine, and I’ll only be gone a week, and I think you’ll all manage without me for seven days. Besides, that’s one less person to argue with on movie night.”

“Don’t forget your mission,” I said.

“Tower of London shirt,” Chuck said solemnly. “I will do my best to bring you one if such a thing exists.”

“Thank you.”

“Any last-minute requests?”

“Don’t forget to have fun,” Luke offered with dual finger guns.

Chuck shook his head. “Try not to kill each other on the way back. Bolton, please, for the love of God, let someone else pick the music.”

With a round of hugs and a yank of his suitcase handle, Chuck dissolved into the airport hum and was gone.

“Well, better get outta here before the airport police come for us,” Luke said. “Who wants shotgun?”

I was closer, but I didn’t fight Bolton for it.

With no one to argue about the music, the drive home was a lot less eventful.

Maybe you’re asking what a ride to the airport has to do with the end of the world. It used to be a hallmark of society, and for the life of me, I could never understand why everyone complained about it so much—when it wasn’t seven in the morning.

Now, looking back on our last real moment of Before, I get it.

Airports are places of departures, of changes, of Afters.

I just didn’t know to be afraid of Afters yet.

But I’m sure you’re curious about the whole end of the world thing, so I’ll skip ahead.

September 28, late afternoon.

I was three hours into a shift at one of the only independent coffee shops in Gulf Breeze. It overlooked the sound between Gulf Breeze and Pensacola Beach, meaning I got at least six comments per shift about the number of boats outside.

Or the color of the water.

Or how lucky I was to live somewhere so beautiful.

I digress; they say customer service jobs are ill-suited to autistic people, and they’re right. But ten bucks an hour is ten bucks an hour.

The shop was unusually busy, which meant my shift had been a three-hour nightmare of cinnamon dust and latte foam. For some reason, my hair had decided that staying in a neat bun was a suggestion and had done its best to break free several times. There was dried whipped cream on one arm that I hadn’t had a chance to wipe yet.

And there was a coffee bean in my shoe.

All this to say, the end of the world was the last thing I needed.

“I’m gonna go fix...this,” I said to my fellow barista and gestured to all of me.

The other barista, whose name was Cindy, gave me a nod. “No offense, but you look like death.”

I slipped through the seating area on my way to the bathroom, past a knot of college kids hunched over a cell phone screen in deep, tense discussion. One of them, whose man bun stood in sleek contrast to my messy hair, gasped audibly.

It normally wouldn’t have stopped me in my tracks, but the same reaction was being duplicated at every table. I was unnerved, but I had a coffee bean in my shoe, and that was more pressing than anything on a phone screen.

The change in the seating area was palpable as I returned from sprucing myself up to near-professionalism.

“What’s going on?” I asked Cindy.

She looked up from washing a mug. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, everyone’s staring at their phones like they all saw the ghost of a murdered Victorian child.”

“I dunno. Maybe they’ve got exams.” But as she looked up, she sensed the shift too. She called out to the nearest group of people sprawled across comfy chairs, “Hey, what’s going on?”

One of them brought their laptop over and plunked it on the counter wordlessly.

I felt the familiar pit in my stomach that usually meant a panic attack was coming.

The laptop restarted a video that someone had taken and uploaded to Twitter of blue smoke gushing over the Manhattan skyline, rising to obscure the tops of skyscrapers. Whoever took the video thought they were safe; they were across the river, after all. But the cloud billowed larger and larger, closer and closer, and the camera began to shake. “Oh my God,” someone said behind the camera. “Oh my God, are you okay?”

Sounds of coughing drowned out any other audio as the camera panned down, still shaking, to show the panicked faces of choking people who had fallen to the pavement.

Blue, ropelike veins crawled up their necks and around their eyes.

The video stopped. I stared at my reflection behind the replay button, unable to erase the faces I’d seen.

“What was that?” My voice sounded thin.

“Some terrorist attack in New York.” The customer was pale, as I had a feeling I was.

“You think that was some kind of biological weapon or something? Did anybody claim it?” Cindy had the presence of mind to ask.

I couldn’t ask questions when I was still replaying the video in my head. I struggled to comprehend the fact that I had watched the life fade from someone’s eyes on Twitter.

“What do you mean, New York?” another customer spoke up. “I just saw Los Angeles. Oh wait. ‘Blue Smoke Attacks’ and ‘Thick Blue Lines’ are trending.”

“How many were there?” I asked. This was the most I’d ever spoken to a customer in my whole career.

“Saint Petersburg,” said Man Bun from across the room.

“Chicago, looks like.”

“London.”

“I hope my family’s okay. They live in Queens.”

The floor threatened to fall out from under me. “Not London,” I whispered. I pulled my phone from my pocket, which wasn’t strictly allowed while I was on the clock, but I had to know. The chatter in the room almost suffocated the dial tone in my ears. “C’mon, pick up. Use some of those international minutes.”

No answer. The call went to voicemail after a few long seconds.

“You okay?” Cindy stuck her hand on my shoulder.

I shrugged it off. “My friend’s on vacation in London,” I heard myself say. “He’s not answering his phone.”

“Oh no. You should sit down.”

I shook my head. “I’m fine. Just gimme a second.”

“Seriously, Leecie, you look like you’re gonna pass out.”

“I said gimme a second!”

Cindy pointed at the nearest table. “Sit.”

The chatter continued around me as I redialed over and over. Fifteen reported attacks. All major cities. Thousands of victims, choked by the blue veins wrapped around their bodies.

Still no answer.

Sixteen reported attacks. Thousands more dead, more than that missing.

Seventeen.

Next thing I knew, I was hyperventilating with my fingers laced around the back of my head. Cindy handed me a glass of water. I drank it robotically, but it tasted weird.

Too sweet against the bile in my throat.

I sat up slowly.

“Nothing?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Can you cover for me?” It was the first time I’d had the guts to ask such a favor. “I think I need to go home.”

“Are you sure you can drive? Do I need to call someone?”

“I can drive.” I took another sip of water. “If you need me to stay, I’ll stay.”

Cindy scoffed. “Who’s gonna be ordering coffee at a time like this? I got you. And I hope your friend’s okay.”

“Thanks.” I smiled weakly. “I’ll see you later.”

I didn’t see her later. In fact, I have no idea if Cindy the Barista is still alive. I hope she is.
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​Chapter 2

​Leecie | September 28
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By the time I got home, there had been twenty confirmed attacks and a handful of others that fit the description of “big explosion, blue smoke.”

I barely had the presence of mind to put my car in park before I was tearing into the house to turn on the news.

None of the American channels were covering the London attack. I grabbed my laptop from the kitchen table and booted it up. My fingers tapped out an erratic rhythm while it decided whether to connect to the internet.

I loaded every news site I could think of.

He’s probably fine, I repeated to myself over and over. He’s fine. He’s gotta be fine.

I’d probably skimmed ten stories by the time the commercial break ended on TV. Websites blurred their photos behind a “Graphic Content—Viewer Discretion Advised” warning, like that ever stopped anyone from looking. Opening the photos showed pile after pile of dead bodies.

Headlines spouted words like “Armageddon” and “apocalyptic.”

Harried experts offered thin analysis from faces still awash with sleep.

I sank into a kitchen chair and let the news buzz around in my head for a minute.

He’s fine. He’s fine. He’s fine.

But I had no reason to think he would be.

London was a disaster zone of dead bodies and looters stepping over them, and I was forced to watch from an ocean away as the smoke dissipated over a city in mourning.

My phone vibrated in my back pocket. I nearly dropped it trying to open the text that had come in.

Luke: Have you watched the news?

I glanced between my laptop and the TV’s cycle of scenes from New York to St. Petersburg to Beijing to Los Angeles.

Leecie: Yeah. Please tell me you’ve heard from Chuck.

It seemed ages before Luke’s reply appeared, but the clock on my phone swore it had been only a minute.

Luke: Nope. Hoping you had. What about Bolton?

Leecie: I just got home from work so I haven’t had a chance to ask him.

Luke: I’ll call him.

I put my phone on the table. Footsteps creaked from upstairs. I launched from the kitchen chair and dove for the remote. I fumbled with it as my younger brother rounded the corner and descended the stairs, hair rumpled from his too-small gaming headset.

Cole paused in the middle of the staircase into the living room.

“You good?” he asked.

“Hey...yeah.” I finally jammed my thumb on the power button. The chatter stopped, and the TV screen turned black.

For five more precious minutes, he wouldn’t know what the world had come to. I placed the remote at the edge of the coffee table and straightened it.

“What’re you playing?” I asked though all I wanted was to scoop him up, find the nearest basement, and stay there for the next twenty years.

Cole grumbled, “Nothing right now. The internet crapped out on me.”

“Snack time, then.”

“Yup.” He strolled into the kitchen without a care in the world, which made one of us. I heard cabinets open and close. The rattle of a chip bag. “Uh, what’s this?” Cole called.

The laptop. I’d left it open.

“What’s what?” I turned to see him staring at the screen of my laptop with half a chip in his hand. I closed the laptop, but the damage was obviously done.

Cole pointed at where the screen had been. “Didn’t, uh...didn’t Chuck go to London?”

“Yeah.”

“You know it’s on fire?”

“Yeah.”

Cole ate the rest of his chip. “Damn.”

I smacked his shoulder and forced a semblance of authority into my voice. “You want me to wash that mouth out with soap?”

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Is he okay?”

I shrugged. “No idea. I can’t get ahold of him.”

“Let me know if you hear anything.” Cole wove through the living room and back up the stairs.

I clicked the TV back on and melted into the couch. Numbers scrolled across the screen, death tolls and missing persons and damage in dollars. I watched until my eyes crossed and went out of focus, until the voices of the newscasters blended into an incomprehensible mix of buzzwords.

Outside, the sun faded into the royal blue of twilight. Seven o’clock had come and gone, and Mom would be getting home any minute.

I heaved myself off the couch with a grunt as though every limb were tied to a cinder block. The house had gone dark during my two-hour news binge. I stumbled to the kitchen, flipping lights as I went.

The house lit up like Christmas, but it didn’t make me feel any better, any less terrified.

I dug through the pantry for whatever would cook the fastest and came up with spaghetti for the third time in a week.

The first bubbles in the pasta water had risen when I heard Mom’s car in the driveway. I dumped the sauce in a pan to heat up.

“Who left all these lights on?” Mom called from the front door. A trail of darkness followed her into the kitchen. “You think money grows on trees?”

I stirred the pasta. “How was work?”

“Fine. I’m gonna go lay down. I’ve got a monster headache.” Mom pulled at her scrubs and answered my question without actually answering it. “Call me when dinner’s ready, okay?”

I didn’t bother telling her it was almost ready. If she had a headache, there was a good chance she’d pass out before she finished changing.

You’ll forgive me if I sound critical. I had, after all, been through a lot that afternoon.

Besides, it’s my story to tell.

Cole and I had a quiet dinner. He knew better than to complain about my lack of culinary invention and ate his spaghetti dutifully.

“Hear anything from Chuck?” he asked.

I shook my head. “But it’s the middle of the night there. I’m sure we’ll hear something tomorrow. Don’t worry about it.” The noodles on my fork looked less appealing. It’s no easy thing to eat around a knot in your stomach.

Although I’d tried to convince myself that no news was good news, that I wouldn’t hear anything for a while anyway, I couldn’t stop myself from checking my phone every twenty seconds as we finished dinner.

“I got the dishes,” I said.

“You sure?”

I waved my hand. “It’s fine. I can’t concentrate on anything else.”

Cole turned the TV on again. Commentary invaded my head, and I covered my ears.

“Not the news, please,” I called, probably louder than I needed to.

Cole changed the channel. “Trust me, I don’t want to watch it either,” he yelled back.

I let my hands drop from my ears and took a few breaths.

When my head stopped spinning, I cracked the door of Mom’s bedroom. “Mom,” I whispered. “You awake?”

She stirred in her sleep.

“I’m about to put the food up,” I whispered a little louder. “Do you want me to leave you a plate?”

“I already did report,” she mumbled.

I bit my tongue against the frustration rising in my throat. My anxiety wasn’t her fault. “Mom, you need to eat dinner,” I said at normal volume.

Mom raised up on her elbow and squinted against the light from the kitchen. “Is dinner ready?” she asked.

“Cole and I already ate,” I said. “Do you want me to bring you a plate?”

“No, no.” She swung her legs out of bed and stood like a newborn fawn. “I can get it. Thanks.”

I loaded the dishwasher while Mom reheated a plate.

“How was work today?” she asked. Her consonants got caught on her medication before they slurred their way out. “Anything interesting?”

I had to fight down a bitter laugh. “Well, the world blew up in blue smoke, and I had a panic attack and had to come home early.”

“Wow. That’s not the theatrical version at all?” Mom sat at the table.

“I guess you don’t get the news in the geriatric ward,” I said, miffed that a very real panic attack might be filed under “theatrics.”

“It’s called senior care.”

Like he could read my mind, Cole flipped back over to the news in the living room. Even the local station had preempted primetime to cover the attacks.

“Like I said, blue smoke.”

It felt good to have the last word.

“Oh my God,” Mom breathed with a hand over her mouth. “Were there any near here?”

“I don’t think so.”

“There was one in Atlanta.” Cole read off the list from the TV until Mom stood up.

She rubbed her face with shaky hands, dinner forgotten. She didn’t have to tell me; I knew she was on her way to take a handful of sleeping pills and add the end of the world to the list of problems she intended to ignore until her alarm brought her back to reality.

I scraped her plate into the trash and finished the dishes.

“Don’t stay up too late,” I called down to Cole as I climbed the stairs.

The second floor of our house perched on the garage and contained my room, Cole’s room, and the little bathroom between them. They sat sentry off a narrow hallway, as though the builders had forgotten until the last minute that the house was supposed to have three bedrooms instead of one.

My room was at the end of the hall, furthest removed from the rest of the house, and offered a spectacular view of the rest of the subdivision. The window over my desk faced north, down the road to the entrance sign where large metal letters spelled out “Island View” in all caps to any who dared enter. Spanish moss drifted down in gray ribbons from the tree branches overhanging the road, lit from below by the light of the sign.

Out the east window, across the street and down one house, was Luke’s. His family, the Davisons, had begun building their home the same time my parents had, almost twenty years ago.

Of course, theirs was much larger, so it took a good extra month to finish.

Luke’s room had all the lights on. I caught glimpses of his shadow crossing behind the curtain every five seconds or so. He was pacing.

It was small comfort that neither of us knew anything.

A second shadow crossed the window, a taller one.

“Bolton,” I said, irritated without a clear reason why.

I texted Luke.

Leecie: Any updates?

Luke: Nope.

Leecie: Just checking since Bolton’s over there. How’s he holding up?

Luke: Not great.

I tapped my phone against my other hand.

Leecie: Need me to come over there?

Luke: I don’t think so. Not yet.

I pulled up my last conversation with Chuck. He’d sent a photo of himself grinning in front of the London Eye to a group chat of the four of us. At the time, I’d wanted to kill him for sending it at six in the morning on my day off. Now I stared at his face guiltily, unable to meet his eyes.

I typed out a message.

Leecie: Chuck, if you could call one of us and let us know you’re okay, we’re really worried.

I hit send, and the text bubble bounced into the chat, a little buffering circle next to it.

The circle churned for a minute or so before giving up with an “MMS delivery failed” message. I tried two more times with the same result.

I threw my phone on the bed in frustration and picked at the loose skin around my fingernails, already scabbed and scarred from years of this kind of abuse. Blood oozed into the ridges of my left thumbnail. “Damn it,” I hissed, well aware I’d threatened Cole with a mouthful of soap for the same thing not two hours ago.

Cole was still watching TV downstairs when I stepped out of my room and grabbed a wad of toilet paper from the bathroom to wrap around my finger. He wasn’t watching the news, but the sound was still enough to set my teeth on edge.

Closing my bedroom door wasn’t enough to completely drown out the TV, which my mind had decided to latch onto instead of anything useful. My fingers twitched from the effort of not pulling at my cuticles and drifted instead to the ends of my hair, where they set to work tying knots.

My phone buzzed. A handful of blonde hairs caught on my ring as I dove for the phone.

Luke: Is your internet working?

Leecie: Data, yes. Wifi, no. Why?

Luke: Ours is out too. And we can’t get through to Chuck at all.

Leecie: Yeah I tried several times already.

I could feel my blood pressure rising on a tide of frustration and anxiety. Much more, and I feared my head might explode.

The seconds ticked by and turned into minutes, then an hour. Then two. Then three.

Cole trudged up the stairs to his room. The sound of his gaming system drifted down the hallway not a minute later, but I didn’t bother yelling at him for staying up too late.

What did it matter when the world was ending?

I slipped my phone in my pocket and stole through the silent house to check the doors like I had every night since Mom had stopped remembering five years ago.

Normally it brought me a minute or two of peace to end the day on my own terms, to survey my domain like a sentry at the end of watch.

Instead, I found myself jumping at the air conditioning as it whistled in the vents and at the shadows moving lazily outside the windows as though Death itself were lurking somewhere just outside my line of sight. I gave the garage a cursory glance and triple-checked the deadbolt behind me.

My phone buzzed again. Blue light from the screen illuminated the edges of the utility room where I still stood with one hand on the door to the garage.

Luke: I think you should come over here.

My head spun. It took me a few tries to type out my reply.

Leecie: Be there in a sec.

Luke: What the hell, dude? I sent this like thirty minutes ago.

I raced up the stairs. “I’m going across the street,” I half-yelled as I passed Cole’s door. I spent a long minute looking for my keys until I remembered I’d left them on the kitchen counter.

Cole poked his head out of his door. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” I said, and it was the truth even if I had a good feeling why Luke was texting me. “Luke wants me to go over there. If Mom gets up, cover for me, would ya?”

Cole nodded.

The night air choked me when I stepped out in it. A film of dew had already fallen and clung to the grass poking stubbornly from the sandy earth. Warmth radiated off the pavement under my bare feet as I tore across the street.

Luke’s bedroom was on the northeast corner of the second story of the Davisons’, conveniently located over the roof of their back porch, next to which was a wrought iron vine trellis.

It was a good thing Luke and I had never got it in our heads to be romantically involved because his parents’ taste in lawn decorations would have made it laughably easy.

Though the trellis now groaned under my weight, it held steady as I hauled myself up to the roof. Grass clippings stuck to my feet; I tried to ignore them. Luke opened the window and ushered me in. I scraped the worst of the grass off on the window frame as I wormed through the opening.

“What happened?” I asked between gasps for breath.

For once in my life, I understood the looks on Bolton and Luke’s faces, and they told me everything I needed to know. Bolton leaned against the opposite wall, his shoulder threatening to bring down an entire collage of happy memories. He raised his head when I spoke, but his gaze passed through me.

“He’s dead,” he finally croaked. “I just...an emergency worker went through his phone and called me ten minutes ago.”

I stood frozen with one hand still on the window to close it and wondered if the grass clippings had sprouted roots around my feet and into the carpet. Torn between going to Bolton or going to Luke, I instead stood there and let my mind spin out.

“He’s dead,” Bolton repeated to himself. “I knew he’d get himself killed.”

“It was a terrorist attack,” I said. “There was no way you could’ve known it was coming.”

Bolton’s eyes finally latched onto me, and I got the idea I’d said the wrong thing. At least, the look on his face matched all the other times I’d said the wrong thing.

“No,” he eventually whispered. “I guess not.”

As roommates went, Chuck and Bolton got along better than most. Bolton’s family had moved to Gulf Breeze for all of six months before abruptly high-tailing it back to Baltimore and leaving him stranded in a tourist town he’d come to love.

Luckily for him, Chuck rented from Luke’s dad, and our tiny gang fell into place one misfit at a time.

“Oh, God.” Bolton rubbed at his face until all the blood had left it, leaving the dark circles already making a home under his eyes. “I have to tell his family.”

Luke sat on the edge of his bed. “The emergency worker didn’t contact them?”

“I was the first emergency contact that came up in his phone.” Bolton’s voice sounded numb. Flat. “They’re so overwhelmed that she didn’t have time to call anyone else. I guess we should count ourselves lucky we got that much.”

I joined Luke on the edge of the bed. Grassy footprints trailed behind me on the carpet.

“You okay?” he asked softly. “You look pale.”

I mustered a nod. Luke squeezed my hand.

“What am I gonna do?” murmured Bolton.

Neither Luke nor I had an answer.
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​Chapter 3

​Leecie | September 30
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The day of Chuck’s funeral was infuriatingly beautiful: dazzling sun, clear blue skies, a gentle breeze.

If you’re gonna mourn someone who died tragically in a terrorist attack, there ought to be a cold wind that cuts right through your bones, maybe some crackling thunder from a sky spitting rain.

But we don’t get a whole lot of cold wind in the Florida Panhandle unless there’s a hurricane coming.

Chuck’s funeral was a makeshift affair. Between his relatives and people I vaguely recognized from work functions I’d attended on the promise of free food, there couldn’t have been more than fifteen of us clustered in the cemetery.

Since the authorities in London were more concerned with finding the terrorists than with returning bodies, all we had to say goodbye to was a headstone.

Chuck’s aunt and grandmother’s attempt at normalcy, while heroic, still struck me as wrong somehow.

Empty.

Not that Chuck would’ve cared.  He’d only ever tolerated humanity on principle and kept all but a precious few of his relationships at arm’s length. His gregarious, extroverted facade was exactly that—a front to lull acquaintances into a false sense of closeness so they’d stay out of his business.

A large funeral in his honor would’ve had him turning in his mass grave.

The voice of Chuck’s aunt snapped me back to the present. “Chuck was twenty-four when he died. He had so much ahead of him. But you all know that. That’s why you’re here. We’re all going to miss him and the unique joy he brought to everything he touched.”

“That’s one way to put it,” I muttered. I jammed my fists into the front pockets of the hoodie I’d insisted on wearing, even though it was uncomfortably warm.

I felt a nudge to my shoulder, and Luke grinned down at me. “It’s rude to talk at a funeral.”

I doubted anyone had heard us on the outskirts of the group, but I didn’t tell him that. He glanced around to make sure Chuck’s aunt was still talking before he pulled me a couple steps away.

“Have you heard from Bolton?” he whispered. “I’m starting to worry he’s done something stupid. He kept saying it was his fault, but he wouldn’t tell me why.”

“Stupid, how?”

“You know how. Said he could’ve saved himself a lot of trouble if he’d listened to whatshername and jumped off a bridge.”

I gestured at the cemetery around us. “I don’t blame him for going crazy. We’re all going a little crazy.”

“You’re not threatening to jump off bridges or a seventh-floor balcony, though.”

“Well, I haven’t heard from him,” I said. “But my service has been spotty all day. Maybe he’s been trying to text.”

“But he helped organize this. Why else would he just...not show up?” Luke’s eyes and the circles underneath them were dark with worry. He looked like he hadn’t slept since the bombs went off.

For all I knew, he hadn’t.

I pulled out my phone. It had stopped sending messages the night before and still had zero bars. “Maybe he couldn’t bring himself to come.”

Luke didn’t respond. Chuck’s aunt had stopped talking, too. I looked up to see that everyone was frozen. Luke stared at the sky behind my head, mouth agape. His phone slipped from his hand and hit the ground.

I turned, and my blood froze like everyone else. No, not here. It can’t be here. Why us?

A cloud of bluish smoke rose in the distance. Fort Walton? Miramar? A faint rumble shook the ground under my feet. If it was within ten miles of the funeral, we were all another funeral waiting to happen.

Behind me, Luke sucked in a breath. I reached for his hand and squeezed it.

He’d kill me for telling it, but his hand shook as I held it.

Nobody moved, as though we’d been carved from the same mountain as the tombstones around us. I stared at the smoke rising on the horizon until I couldn’t tell where the sky ended and the smoke began.

The tremors in Luke’s hand grew stronger. I tried to think of something to say but came up empty. My tongue stayed glued to the roof of my mouth.

If we could see the smoke, would we feel its effects? Should we all be faint with terror instead of paralyzed with curiosity?

Chuck’s aunt regained her power of speech first. “Get inside!” she shouted.

At the edge of the cemetery was a tiny outbuilding, and all fifteen of us took off running. Even Chuck’s grandmother, who was well into her seventies. I dragged Luke along by the hand like the sheer power of my grip would keep us alive.

“You’re hurting me,” he managed.

“Shut up.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

Chuck’s aunt was so hopped up on adrenaline that she shouldered through the shed door without stopping. We all crammed in behind her. I shoved Luke in ahead of me and closed the door.

The busted padlock crunched under my shoes.

“Is that everybody?” asked someone. I recognized him as one of Chuck’s work friends.

“Yeah.” Luke sank to the floor, where he held his side and looked to be considering a panic attack. Tight spaces had never been his favorite. He added to me, “I think you broke a rib.”

I sat next to him on the dirty floor, surrounded by tools of the gravediggers’ trade. “Do I need to snap you out of it?”

“You’ve been waiting almost nineteen years for a good reason to smack me,” Luke said. “I’m not gonna give it to you when I might be dying, please and thank you.” He scooched as close to me and as far from everyone else as he could.

His whole body shook next to mine.

I took his hand again. “You’re not dying, and neither am I. We have too much planned for Halloween. That thing at work, Bolton’s party...” I stopped. Bolton’s roommate was dead. There’d be no party at their apartment.

“I don’t think terrorists care about other people’s Halloween plans.”

I didn’t feel like replying. It had become painfully apparent that we were the only two making conversation.

The air inside the shed got heavy fast with fifteen people inside hyperventilating. Luke and I leaned against the door and waited for someone to give us permission to open it. He didn’t let go of my hand. I didn’t let go of his.

Almost an hour passed before Chuck’s aunt figured it was safe to come out. Not that it would have made a difference—the news had been clear that the smoke could kill a person in a building the same as a park. And as far away as the explosion was, the poisoning symptoms would take a while to show up.

We’d stuffed ourselves in with the shovels for nothing.

Still, fear can make you do crazy things, and sometimes logic gets left behind. I’d run, and so had Luke, both of us desperate to do something to control our fate.

Everyone scattered outside the shed, leaving Luke and me alone in the cemetery. He glanced around as though picking the best plot for himself. I could almost hear the epitaph as he composed it in his head: Here lies Luke Ernesto Davison. Never cared for biological weapons or nominal authority. Tread carefully.

“Are you okay?” I asked though I knew the answer.

“I guess we’ll know before the day’s out, huh?”

I’d never heard him sound so serious. I’d also never watched him face the possibility of death.

It wouldn’t be the last of either. For either of us.

“I’ve gotta get going,” Luke said. “If Mom’s heard about what happened, she’ll be driving herself crazy worrying. You coming?”

I’d ridden with him, but I wasn’t ready to face the world without Chuck, so I shook my head. And there was a part of me that wanted to see if Bolton ever showed. “I’ll get a cab back or something. You go on.” I hugged him tightly, determined to make it count should it be the last time. “Don’t die.”

“Same.” He didn’t smile, just walked away with crossed arms and hunched shoulders.

The breeze picked up behind him. A storm was probably brewing in the Gulf. Clouds shifted to obscure the sun and mute the colors of the cemetery.

My fingers found their way to my hair and tied knots in it as my mind wandered. I retraced the panicked line of footsteps back to Chuck’s grave.

Correction: his headstone.

I pulled my finger free to trace the engraved letters of his name, begging whatever might be listening to make it make sense.

Charles N. Rosenberg. Beloved son and friend to all.

The sound of a loud motor ripped me from my thoughts. I wiped my eyes and turned to see a dark red Mustang pull into the parking lot. For all it had once been a nice car, its glory days had been cut short by a large dent in the driver’s side door and a scratch that ran nearly bumper to bumper.

But it was clean.

There was only one person in Gulf Breeze who drove a beat-up Mustang who would also be at Chuck’s funeral. He’d parked haphazardly across three spots. It didn’t matter; the lot was empty.

I straightened as Bolton unfolded himself and climbed out of the car. He clutched a bouquet of lilies in one hand.

“Funeral’s over,” I called.

Bolton jumped the three steps down from the parking lot, landed, turned his ankle, and stumbled several steps before he caught himself on me.

“Leecie! Helpful as always.” His hair hung down, and he’d gone several days without shaving. Red streaked his eyes. His energy fooled no one. And he was still holding my shoulders. “How was it?”

“Where were you?” I asked without answering his question.

He held up the flowers. “Getting these. Lost track of time.” He crouched in front of the headstone and placed the bouquet carefully against it, nestled in the fresh dirt.

Stargazer lilies—funeral flowers.

The smell of them makes me sick now.

Bolton took a few deep, hitching breaths. He was crying again. “Sometimes it felt like he was the one person in the world that gave a crap about me,” he finally said. “How much more family am I gonna have to lose?” He sat back on his heels and gestured at Chuck’s name written in stone. “It’s not fair, Leecie.”

“I know.” I stared at the back of his head, unsure of what to do. “The funeral was nice.” I left out the part where I’d barely paid attention and spent an hour in a tool shed.

The part where Luke and I could die by day’s end.

“He deserved that much, at least,” Bolton said without looking up. “Only a lunatic or a saint would’ve taken me in like he did. Least we could do for him would be a proper funeral.” He sniffed and looked up at me. “How’d you get here? Your car isn’t in the lot.”

“I...rode with Luke.”

“Luke ain’t here.”

I nodded. “Yep. Good thing you showed up.”

“I guess I’m giving you a ride home, huh?” Bolton pulled himself upright against Chuck’s headstone, realized what he’d done, and pulled his hand away as though the stone had been carved from flame itself.

“I guess you are.”

Bolton dusted the dirt off his jeans and started back toward the parking lot. “You coming?”

“Maybe if you slow down with your stupid giraffe legs.” I jogged after him. I had to take at least a step and a half for every one of his.

“Grow to a normal human height, then we’ll talk.” He let his steps slow and shot a half-hearted smile down at me. “Wanna drive?”

“Sure,” I said, though I knew what was coming next. Bolton’s car was probably ten years old and barely worth a month’s rent, but he was stupidly possessive of it.

“In your dreams, Huffman.”

I was already in the passenger seat, and Bolton shook his head. “One of these days, you’ll fall for it, and it’ll be the best day of my life.”

“One of these days,” I replied, “I’m gonna steal this thing and take it for a joy ride.”

“You’ll have to kill me first.” Bolton started the car and turned a donut to get out of the parking lot. Hardly proper courtesy, but who was there to yell at us?

“It wouldn’t be that hard,” I said as we pulled onto the road.

Since six (now seven) of the explosions had been in the States, there’d been a national state of emergency called before most of us could even blink. All that had meant over the last two days were roadblocks on state highways with cops demanding IDs.

That and way too many guys with guns out.

It took three times longer than necessary to get anywhere once you accounted for showing your ID every two miles or so and treading on eggshells to avoid pissing off the nearest prepper vigilante.

“So...that explosion,” I said carefully. I didn’t exactly buy his story about the flowers. What had been more important than his friend’s funeral? “Did you see it?”

“Kinda hard to miss. Looked like it was over Fort Walton, maybe Oriole Beach?” Bolton kept his eyes on the road and missed my prodding entirely. I couldn’t tell if it was intentional.

“I hope so.” I immediately regretted my choice of words. “I mean, I feel bad for Fort Walton if that’s where it was. Oddly ironic that it had to interrupt Chuck’s funeral.”

“If we drop dead, that’d be the real irony.” Bolton laughed, but I didn’t see what was funny, and I had a hunch he didn’t, either.

He flipped on the radio to break the silence. Unlike cell service and the internet, it still worked.

The usual drive-time shock-jock had been replaced by a serious-sounding guy who droned on and on about “our nation’s responsibility to catch the terrorists who authored the attacks” and “complying with any and all orders from local officials.” He'd been ubiquitous since the first US attacks, like we’d been transported to some weird version of the forties.

Complete with rabid patriotism and faceless enemies out to kill us all.

Plus, no cellphones.

The radio faded into a news broadcast, and I shushed Bolton though he hadn’t said anything. His eyes narrowed.

“We have confirmed a new biological attack in Fort Walton, Florida, bringing the total domestic attacks to seven. Motive is still unknown. Any updates will be provided as we receive them. Of course, our thoughts and prayers are with this new set of victims and their families.”

Confirmed in Fort Walton.

I turned the radio down.

Fort Walton was twenty miles away. Gulf Breeze was safe.

What kind of person did it make me, that I was relieved some other city had gotten the heartbreak instead of mine? People were dying a half-hour down the road, and all I felt was relief that they weren’t any more of my friends.

I shook out my fists to keep my hands from shaking.

“You okay?” Bolton asked.

“Relieved. Guilty that I’m relieved. Depressed as hell. The usual.” I let my hands fall to my lap. “I guess I should be glad we’re safe.”

“Those poor people.”

“At least they don’t have to deal with the fallout of all this.”

“I didn’t mean the ones who died.” Bolton turned to glance at me as we rounded a curve.

“Roadblock!”

Bolton snapped back around and threw on the brakes. He hit the steering wheel. “That’s what I get for taking the main road,” he muttered. “You got your ID?”

“Always. You?”

“Would I be driving if I didn’t?”

“Don’t make me answer that.”

Bolton dug his wallet from his pocket and handed it over. We swerved as he did so. “Find it for me, would ya?”

I dug through the glob of laminated cards in his wallet. A gym pass, a visitor’s pass for the lab in Panama City where Chuck had worked. A coffee shop gift card I’d gotten him for his birthday months ago.

Bolton stopped in front of the cops at the same moment I found his license.

“I wasn’t sure you were gonna stop,” the cop said as Bolton rolled down the window. He passed Bolton’s license off to his partner, who scanned it with a tablet. “Registration too, please.”

His partner stepped behind the car to get the plate number.

It was shaping up to be the most comprehensive roadblock I’d encountered. I found Bolton’s registration in the glove box and passed it on.

“You got ID, ma’am?” asked the cop like he’d caught me in the act of obstructing justice.

I frowned as I handed it over. The second cop scanned it and handed it back. She leaned over to show her partner something on her tablet.

“Can I have my license back now?” Bolton interrupted their whispers. His hand twitched. Nervously.

“Twenty years old?” the first cop asked.

“As of June, or so it says on the card. That a crime?”

“Either of you been around any of the blast zones lately?”

“Would I be driving if I had been?”

“Look, your ID’s pulling a record. I have to report this. The feds are keeping tabs on people with a history of certain crimes, and car theft happens to be one of them.”

“You have got to be kidding me.” Bolton’s expression hardened into anger. “I was eighteen. It was a mix-up. I thought the car was mine and the judge was very understanding. It’s not like it was grand theft auto.”

“You had to do community service?”

“Believe me, the fine hurt more. Like I said, it was a misunderstanding. I’m not connected to any terrorists.”

“I didn’t say you were.” I could tell Bolton was trying the cop’s patience.

“Then can I go now?” Bolton held out his hand.

The cop slapped his ID into it. “And just a heads-up, I’ve heard rumors they might activate the draft when they figure out where these explosions came from. Maybe evacuations. I wouldn’t leave town.”

“Noted.” Bolton rolled up his window, flung his license away, and stomped on the gas.

I grabbed his ID from the floorboard and handed him his wallet back. He stuffed it back in his pocket, and we swerved once more.

“That was stupid,” I finally offered. “You accidentally broke into one car. That doesn’t make you a terrorist.”

Bolton’s grip on the gear shift tightened. “I was stupid,” he said, “and now I have a government record to remind me of the biggest mistake of my life.” He shrugged some of the tension out of his shoulders and took a breath. “By all accounts, I should’ve gotten off worse than I did.”

“Still. If they put every twenty-year-old who made a dumb mistake on their list, they’ll have more people than they can keep track of.”

“It’s behind me now. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

“It doesn’t bother you at all that someone might think you do?” I looked over at him.

“Well, if I get dragged to court, you can be my lawyer.”

“I don’t think it works like that.”

We pulled into Island View, and the world slowed.

It was one of those moments where you look at something you’ve seen a thousand times, and suddenly, it doesn’t seem so familiar anymore. Like waking up to see your car’s gold when you’d swear it was always silver. Or looking at a daylily bloom and questioning how you missed it sprout.

Nothing had physically changed, of course. The upper-middle-class houses, all built according to strict subdivision codes and landscaped to the point of taunting nature, still marched along either side of the streets for several square blocks. They still stood in the middle of their uniformly-sized lots, still equidistant from both the street and each other. SUVs and hybrids still sat in every driveway, still in mint condition.

It was still a picture from a magazine, glossy and impossibly perfect.

It was still the American Dream it had always been.

But no one was outside. No one mowed the lawns, no one trimmed the hedges. There were no impromptu basketball games, no bike races in the street. Not even a solitary dog walker.

The neighborhood’s hum of activity had been silenced.

Bolton pulled up in front of my house, and in that second, I wasn’t sure how he could tell it from all the others exactly like it.

Cole burst out the front door. He shifted nervous energy from foot to foot. I’d left him to deal with the fallout of my absence, and a pang of regret shot through me.

“I think he missed you.” Bolton grinned. He’d forgotten, only for a moment, how much the world had crashed down—and I could tell the moment he remembered. His back hunched, and his hand hitched on the way to the car door. His smile lingered for half a second more before his face caught up to the rest of him.

Chuck was gone. Someone else had left him who’d promised to stay.

He shook himself and tried to force his expression toward neutral. It was a habit of his, one that had been out in full force the last two days.

Bolton had a lot of those—little habits that didn’t always make sense, things he did without noticing—and I had a feeling it didn’t add up to a happy family life. People with happy family lives don’t let their eyes grow distant during every argument with their girlfriend, and they don’t flinch when the breeze slams their front door a little harder than usual.

I couldn’t blame his smile for fading.

Long shadows and golden light crisscrossed the yard as we got out of the car. The storm clouds had rolled closer and sent the sunset scattering in odd directions.

I exhaled a huff. The last thing I needed was a weather-related panic attack on top of everything.

“Luke was here,” Cole called to me. “He said to tell you if you weren’t home in an hour, he planned on going back for you. But if you managed to get a ride back, you’re, and I quote, ‘damn lucky, so could you pick some lottery numbers.’”

I glanced down the street to see Luke standing in his window. He waved. I rolled my eyes.

“Oh, and there’s some neighborhood meeting,” added Cole. “His dad’s getting it together.”

“When?”

“Tonight. Actually, what time is it?”

“Almost seven,” Bolton said.

“Crap, it’s later than I thought. The meeting’s in, like, an hour.” He looked from me to Bolton. “Luke said it was for Island View and his dad’s rentals, so I guess you’re invited too.”

Bolton mustered a smile. “Yay.”

“Just hang out here till then,” Cole continued, already halfway inside.

Bolton turned to me. “Cool with you?”

“I’ll suffer through.”

We’d barely closed the front door behind us when I heard a dish clatter to the kitchen floor and a curse over the sound of it breaking. My ears reddened.

“You two hang out here while I go help Mom,” I said to Cole. “Surely you’ve got a game that doesn’t need the internet.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“How was she while I was gone?” I added quietly as Bolton headed for the couch.

Cole shrugged. “Pissed at you. I think she took some extra pills when I was upstairs. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I’ll deal with her.”

Cole joined Bolton on the couch, and I went to help Mom.

She’d seen the storm in the Gulf, too, whether she wanted to admit it or not. Blaming me for her mood was the path of least remembrance.

I took the broom from her and swept up the remains of the plate. “How was work?” I asked.

“Three patients came through the ER with panic attacks who thought they were having heart attacks.” Mom dragged the trash can over for me.

“Three of them? How do they not know the difference?”

“Two of them had been listening to the news.”

I dumped the broken pieces of the plate and put away the broom. “I guess that’s fair.”

It had been almost ten years to the day since a pop-up storm in the Gulf had taken my father from us. When a year had passed since the accident to find Mom still mostly bed-ridden in her time off, she’d been smart enough to take herself to therapy.

Which was fine until an episode of insomnia kept her up for nearly a week. So her psychiatrist prescribed some sleeping pills, for emergencies only.

When the second anniversary of the accident rolled around, Mom decided to use her day off to take half a bottle of them while Cole and I were at school.

Cole found her. I called the ambulance.

She convinced the doctors it was accidental, so they’d let her go home. After all, who else was gonna take care of us?

It wasn’t until I was a teenager that I understood she’d been trying to join Dad after almost two years without him. I’d never been able to convince her to go back to therapy, or let me go, but it didn’t matter.

We survived.

“Did Cole tell you about the meeting?” she asked.

“Yeah, just now. What’s it about?”

“The attacks. That’s all Luke said when he came with the message.”

I kicked the dishwasher door shut. “Did you hear about the other attack on Fort Walton?”

“On the radio while you were gone.”

Crap.

Mom wiped the counters down slowly. “Speaking of which,” she finally said, “I was afraid you’d
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