
    
    [image: title page]
    
Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Acknowledgments

Sample Chapters from VIVIAN APPLE NEEDS A MIRACLE

Buy the Book

About the Author

Connect with HMH on Social Media



  [image:  ]


Copyright © 2014 by Katie Coyle

 

All rights reserved. For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to trade.permissions@hmhco.com or to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 3 Park Avenue, 19th Floor, New York, New York 10016.

 


  hmhco.com


 

Cover photograph © 2014 by Erica Shires/Corbis

 

The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:

Coyle, Katie.

Vivian Apple at the end of the world / by Katie Coyle.

p. cm.

Originally published in Great Britain by Hot Key Books in 2013 under title: Vivian versus the apocalypse.

Summary: “Seventeen-year-old Vivian Apple returns home after the alleged ‘Rapture’ to find her devout parents gone and two mysterious holes in the roof. Vivian never believed in the Rapture, or the uber powerful Church of America. Now that she has been left behind, Vivan’s quest for the truth begins.”  —Provided by publisher

[1. End of the world—Fiction. 2. Fundamentalism—Fiction. 3. Religion—Fiction. 4. Coming of age—Fiction.] I. Title.

PZ7.C839492Vi 2015

[Fic]—dc23

2013050206

 

ISBN 978-0-544-34011-4 hardcover

ISBN 978-0-544-66867-6 paperback

 

eISBN 978-0-544-45328-9

v4.0718



For Kevin—bluest eyes, kindest heart




Prologue

The Book of Frick 5:13
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here came a time when the American people began to forget God. They turned away from His churches and grew arrogant and stupid. God needed a Prophet, and He chose a man called Beaton Frick. Frick was pure of heart and mighty of resources; he lived in a kingdom called Florida. The angels appeared to Frick and said, “Build a Church in your name and tell America the good news: God loves them best and will welcome them into the kingdom of heaven when the time comes.”

Frick did as the angels instructed, but the American people did not listen. They fornicated and listened to rap music instead. God was made angry at this, and He Himself appeared to Frick, saying, “You have done as I asked and shall be rewarded, as will those who follow. But as America has turned from me, so I shall turn from them. Let the blessed be taken into heaven, and the rest suffer torment until the world finally ends.”

So God let America go. And temperatures rose and tornadoes ripped apart the heartlands. Terrorists flew planes into buildings, and young men walked into schools and shot children. The country was dragged into interminable wars. The people lost their jobs, their homes; they watched their children go hungry. They knew the end was nigh. They knew America could not be saved.

And Frick said, “Follow me, and be taken into heaven.”

And the people of America began to listen.


Chapter One
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ust before midnight that night, I stand barefoot in the grass in a borrowed dress, drinking champagne out of a plastic cup and looking at the stars. There’s a party going on in the abandoned mansion behind me, organized by my best friend, the indefatigable Harp, the one who loaned me the dress and secured the champagne. It’s late March, and a little chilly. I can hear Harp shouting over the music inside, trying to get everybody to count down, like tomorrow is just the start of a new year. Ten, nine, eight. I know I should be celebrating too, but I don’t like the countdown. Seven, six, five. I think of my parents. I wonder if they’re counting down too. I picture them hand in hand in the middle of our street, waiting. Four, three, two. In this moment, the one they believe will be their last earthly moment, are they thinking at all of me?


  One.


Inside, there’s a whoop, then laughter. “Where’s Viv?” I hear Harp shout. I half turn to go in, to drink and dance with my best friend, both of us vindicated, still alive. But then something black flashes against the moon. It looks enough like a human body that I freeze. I think, This is it. In the three years since Pastor Beaton Frick first predicted that the Rapture was approaching, I’ve never once thought he was right. But in this moment, my eyes wide open, my body taut with worry, I know I’m doing what I thought I never would. I’m believing.

Then I see the thing again and recognize it to be a bat, darting and swooping in and out of my line of sight. And suddenly Harp’s at the front door, saying, “Vivian Apple, what the hell? Are you trying to ascend? In the middle of my party?” And I’m rushing toward her, my cup of champagne sloshing onto my legs, laughing harder than Harp’s quip warrants, because I’m trying not to feel the belief still shivering in my bones like a new, unshakable part of me.



I’ve lived next door to Harpreet Janda all my life, but she’d always seemed a little wild—this was the girl who at twelve pulled out a pack of cigarettes at the bus stop and hacked her way through four of them for no apparent reason while the rest of us looked on in awe. And anyway, I already had friends, good girls like me. But when I started high school, nationwide Rapture Watch began to hit its stride. Pastor Frick had already made the prediction—that in three years, the most devout Church of America congregants would be plucked into heaven, and following that would be six months of hell on earth for all who remained, ending in obliteration of the planet itself. It wasn’t until a series of catastrophic events in the weeks immediately preceding my freshman year—an earthquake in Chicago that killed hundreds, a massive bomb detonated at a Yankees game, the sudden and unnerving death of the entire American bee population—that people became convinced. My old friends turned Believer; they retreated to bunkers with their families. While I made SAT flash cards and waited for the weirdness to blow over, my old friends were getting married and having babies, populating the earth with more soldiers for Christ’s army. So by last year, Harp’s wildness suddenly resembled sanity more than anything else, and we became an inseparable team, a fiercely non-believing unit of two. Three months ago, when her parents finally converted, Harp packed a bag and walked the two miles to her brother Raj’s apartment in Lawrenceville, where he lives with his boyfriend, Dylan. She’s made no secret about wanting me to move in. It’ll be like a slumber party, Harp’s always saying, one where we have to pool our earnings from our minimum-wage jobs to pay the rent that seems to increase each month at the landlord’s whim.

At Harp’s apartment our main source of entertainment is reading out loud articles from the insipid Church of America magazines for girls sold now at every drugstore (“SPRING into the eternal kingdom in this sweet pale gold romper! Only $145 on the Church of America website!”). This is what we were doing two weeks ago when Harp had her idea.

“We should have a party on Rapture’s Eve,” she said.

“You think?” I said sarcastically. I’d seen this coming for weeks. In a lot of ways I’m still getting to know Harp—our friendship is less than a year old—but if I understand only one thing about her, it’s that this girl loves a party.

“Something classy,” Harp continued. “Wine. Music. I’m talking a Bacchanalian orgy.”

I laughed. “Well, that does sound classy.”

Harp grabbed a notepad from the table beside her bed and started jotting down ideas. “We’ll get Raj to buy the beer, and then, and then . . . we’ll break in to one of those abandoned mansions on Fifth Avenue, in Shadyside! You’ll have to scope them out for a few days, to see which ones look dead.”

“Just in case you’re not keeping track, your plan already involves the breaking of at least three laws,” I said. “And anyway, why Shadyside? Why not have it here?”

“It would be easier for you,” Harp shrugged. “You could walk there from your house.”

“If my parents let me go.”

“Vivian.” Harp frowned at me. “You know and I know that the world isn’t ending in six months. But let’s pretend, for the sake of argument, that it is. And then let’s let that hypothetical guide our answer to the question ‘Will we be asking our fundie parents’ permission to attend an alcohol-fueled gathering of heathens?’”

“You know I don’t like lying to them,” I said. “I don’t like sneaking out. I just want it to be two weeks from now. I want everything to go back to normal.”

“There’s no normal anymore,” said Harp. “There’s never going to be a normal again. So now’s probably as good a time as any to start acting like you’re the hero of your own story.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I sighed. Harp’s always singing this song. When we first started hanging out last year, she said she’d only deign to be my friend if I quit being the obedient prude she’d spied from her bedroom window—the girl who worked hard for straight As, flossed daily, set the dining room table. What Harp doesn’t understand is that I like my parents—current hiccups in sanity notwithstanding. I like knowing that they like me. That’s why I’ve always been a child they could be proud of. It’s why I can’t, even now, bring myself to leave their house. Because I don’t want to make them unhappy. Because I know if I leave, I’ll miss them.

“They’re pod people,” Harp said, like she was really sorry about the news she was imparting. “There’s nothing you can do for them now.”

“They’re my parents,” I said, like the word was some kind of talisman.



Now, in the doorway of the mansion, my best friend pulls me close. She is a full head shorter than me, with that messy-sexy hair I’ve tried and failed to emulate on my own head. Sometimes I feel too big around her, not quite human. But Harp’s not quite human herself—she’s a tiny, foul-mouthed, mischief-making elf.

“Viv, old bean,” she says, “I’d say this hop of mine is turning into a corker!”

“Ritzy as hell, you old so-and-so,” I say. “Bee’s knees. And how!”

“Okay, let’s not push it,” says Harp. “There’s only one problem as far as I can see, and it’s a dire one.”

“What?” I gaze around the living room. This afternoon, Harp and I hung winking white Christmas lights along the ceiling, and everyone—friends and strangers alike—looks soft and happy in the glow.

“It’s my friend Vivian,” she says, her expression grave. “She’s avoiding a good time like it’s a new strand of bird flu. Even though she looks straight-up banging this evening, she’s standing out in the yard when there are perfectly cute boys she could be in here talking to.”

“I’m not going to risk getting Magdalened, thank you,” I tell her. While I recognize a few of our Non-Believer classmates milling around, there are plenty of people I don’t know, and Harp knows as well as I do you should never talk to boys you don’t know. It’s rumored that the Church of America regularly sends out its best-looking adolescent males to tempt girls into falling from grace, confront them into weepy contrition, and then bring them in for full-on conversion.

But Harp won’t accept this excuse. “Remember that game we played a couple weeks ago? Let’s pretend it’s the last normal night of the rest of the world. The Four Horsemen are en route. Isn’t there even one dude in this room you’d want to bone before the locusts start falling?”

To humor her, I look around, bypassing the guys I know to be partnered or jerks or gay. But then the crowd parts, and I see him. He’s on the steps in the foyer. I don’t know him, but I’m sure he’s not a spy. He’s around our age—good-looking, but not in the golden-haired and square-jawed way those Church boys always are. This boy has long fingers and soft, messy brown hair. He wears black-framed glasses and uses the same tricks I do for blending in to a crowd—he keeps his red plastic cup close to his mouth so he can drink from it to keep from talking, and he’s found something in this abandoned house to read.

“Who’s that?” I ask.

I’m not sure Harp has even registered who I’m talking about before she takes me by the elbow and steers me into the foyer. We stand in front of him until he looks up, and when he does, I feel a flare of something like excitement, or fear. I might just be a little drunk. But this boy’s eyes are the bluest things I have ever seen.

“I’m Harp,” my best friend says, business-like. “This is Viv. Personally, I think you guys would make really cute babies together.”

She’s gone before I can groan. The boy looks a little stunned, but he shifts on the step to make room for me. “I’m Peter,” he says as I sit.

For a while we gaze in different directions. Peter seems to be watching the dancers, and I’m trying to think of something to say. Something that reveals my charm and my wit, the multitudes I contain. But I’ve got nothing. Over a minute has passed before I manage to ask, “Do you live in Pittsburgh?”

“I don’t,” he says.

He doesn’t say where he lives. He doesn’t say anything. In the Church magazines, they’re always trying to convince you that boys who don’t talk to you are just shy. That the shyness of boys is a virtue. “Signs That He Is THE ONE: 1. He doesn’t text you back. A boy who doesn’t text you is a boy actively trying to resist temptation! A boy destined for paradise! Bind yourself to him in holy matrimony!”

“So you’re dead,” I say.

“What?” Peter turns to me—his expression wary, like he’s just realized I’m crazy. His eyes are so blue. I worry if I drink too much champagne, I’ll start expounding to him on the subject of his eyes and their blueness.

“You said you don’t live in Pittsburgh, and yet here you are. The logical conclusion is that you’re a ghost. Or”—Peter starts to smile as I continue—“or, you’re a reanimated corpse. That’s part of the prophecy of the Rapture, right? The dead will rise and crash our parties?”

He laughs. “Do you really think that’s a priority, for the reanimated corpses?”

“Absolutely,” I say. “No French onion dip in purgatory.”

There’s this particular way he laughs, a happy surprise in his features, like it’s the last thing he expected to be doing. It feels like an accomplishment, to have made him laugh. I duck my head to see what he’s been reading—a page of a newspaper, yellowed at the edges. In the center is the face of Pastor Beaton Frick. The picture’s in black and white, so you can’t see the twinkling green of his eyes, or how tan his skin is from years of Florida living. But you can see the distinguished gray flecks at his temples, the movie star cleft in his chin, the thick white line of his smile. Sometimes I wonder if the Church would have taken off as quickly as it did if Frick had been some crotchety-looking old guy with hair coming out of his ears.

“Why do you have that?” I ask.

Peter hands the paper to me. The paper’s dated three years ago, and under the picture of Frick is a jokey headline (“Uh-Oh: The Rapture’s a Go!”), the kind that everyone used at first, before the Church got powerful and its congregants began boycotting the “lamestream” media, claiming religious persecution.

“It was upstairs in one of the bedrooms, framed,” Peter says. “I don’t know what that says about the people who used to live here.”

I skim the article. It has the usual descriptions of Frick’s strong handshake, his toothy grin, the vertical line that forms in his brow whenever he expresses a conviction. I see all the words Frick uses when he’s explaining exactly who the unsaved are and how they’ve incurred Christ’s wrath (“gay,” “secular,” “feminist”). Usually I look at Frick and see a crazy man. But tonight, through the haze of champagne, I see a man who wants to take my parents away.

“I can’t wait for this all to blow over,” I say.

After a moment, Peter asks, “What do you mean?”

“You know”—I shrug—“after nothing happens. After everyone snaps out of it.”

“That’s kind of . . .” Peter speaks carefully, like he wants to be sure he’s saying it right. “I mean, these people really believe what they believe.”

“But what they believe is so absurd.” I laugh. I wait for Peter to laugh too, but he doesn’t. He’s frowning at me.

“What do you believe in?” he asks.

I open my mouth, close it again. I’ve got no ready-made answer to this question. I have a feeling it would take me time, a long time, to articulate whatever it is I would come up with.

Peter seems to sense my confusion. “Or, okay, let me put it this way: in three years, you’ve never once considered it possible that the world as we know it is about to end?”

I want to tell him that I have—that not a half hour ago, for a fraction of a second, I believed. I want to entrust him with this secret. I want to tell him how there was a kind of relief in it, a close and secret sense of safety, like I was falling, yes, but into some kind of a net. But will that sound stupid? Won’t these contradictions make me seem blurrier, less defined? I worry that if he can’t see me clearly, he’ll forget me easily. And, anyway, admitting it feels like tempting fate, like breaking a mirror on purpose.

“No,” I say.

“Why not?”

Because. Because if my parents are right, the world will end before I’ve done anything worth doing. Before I’ve become a person worth knowing. If the world ends, then I end. And I feel like I’ve barely started. Is this pathetic? Peter looks at me with a flicker of something unidentifiable behind his eyes. He’s invested in this conversation in a way I don’t totally understand. I want to trust him, to tell him what I really feel, but all of a sudden I get that magazine voice in my head again. It’s saying, “Your BF has ENOUGH worries without yours to bring him down! A godly woman smiles with the force of a thousand heavenly suns! Brighten your guy’s day in this sweet lemonade frock!” So I muster a dazzling, careless grin, like I’m about to tell him another joke—a really, really good one.

“Because it’s a downer,” I say.

After a moment, Peter laughs. But it’s not the same laugh from before. This one’s polite and quick. When it’s over, he stands.

“I’m going to get something to drink. The kitchen’s that way, right?”

I nod. I think for a second he might ask me what I want, or suggest that I come with him, but he just says, “Nice talking with you.”

It’s not the first or worst of the many uncomfortable interactions I’ve had with the opposite sex, but I have a feeling I won’t be able to shake it off quickly. I stand on the step and search for Harp’s dark-brown head in the crowd—she is, as ever, at the center of it. I move in her direction, trying to still the sick flutter in my chest. I know I can do better than this. I know I can be more of a person, a better person. Since today is not, in fact, the start of the end of the world, I might as well treat it like the start of something good. Like it’s a new year after all, a time for making resolutions. As I cross the party, hoping to soak up some of Harp’s boundless energy, her endless boldness, I say to myself, Dear God, and then I scratch that, for obvious reasons. Dear Universe, I say. Make me less meek, make me less afraid. Dear Universe, make me the hero of my own story.



The next morning, I shake Harp awake before I leave, to see if she wants to come home with me, but she just pulls a pillow over her head, mumbles goodbye. I walk the two blocks alone. No cars pass, nobody walks their dog. The street my parents and I live on is peaceful in the late-morning sun. At my house, the newspaper’s wrapped in blue plastic on the front lawn. I pick it up and slip inside.

I’d expected them to be waiting, to give me a sermon on the sin in which I’ve no doubt been reveling. But they’re not in the living room, the dining room, the kitchen. I sigh in relief. Maybe they never noticed I was gone. I sit on the couch and open the paper, expecting Rapture headlines, but there’s no mention on the first page, just stories about all the usual disasters—tsunamis and tornadoes, terrorist attacks, fast-spreading viruses. I can’t make myself focus on the words. All I can think about is how empty the house seems. I feel a little nauseous about it.

I stand. “Mom?” I call out. “Dad?”

No answer.

They’re out for a walk. They’re out to breakfast. It hasn’t happened yet, so they’re outside somewhere, waiting for it to happen.

I sit on the floor. I lie down. I’m lightheaded. I drank too much last night. I should go up to my room, where I can sleep it off. I’ll wake in the early evening to find my parents peering down at me in the dark. The cold faith in their eyes will have already started to melt away. They will be looking at me with love.

“Mom?” I say to the ceiling. “Dad?”

The silence is like a weight pressing down on me. If I could just get up and go upstairs. I should call them. They don’t always keep their phones on—their looming salvation has made them weirdly absentminded—but at the very least, I can leave an ordinary message. “Hi, Mom,” I say out loud, to practice. “Just seeing what you and Dad are up to today. Can we order pizza tonight?” I go quiet, like I’m waiting for her response, but all I can hear is the house.

I fish my phone from my pocket and dial my mom’s number. I bring the phone to my ear. After a moment, I hear a ring, and then, too soon, another. One is in my right ear, coming through the phone, and the other is somewhere in the house, above me. My parents’ bedroom. It’s the most obvious place for them to be, and yet I hadn’t thought to look there. I walked into the house and thought I could feel its emptiness. But isn’t it possible that they’re still in bed, the way they are some weekend mornings, poring over their twin Books of Frick, or deep in one of their endless spirals of conversation, their two voices bouncing off each other and conjoining and bouncing again?

I pull myself to my feet and walk up the stairs, the dual rings echoing in my ears. I walk down the hall to their closed bedroom door, not worrying yet about the fact that no one is picking up. I am thinking of Harp, asleep on the floor of a mansion—I wish she were here with me. Harp will laugh when I call her tonight, when I tell her what I thought at first, when the house seemed so big and blank. Harp will be hysterical. I am thinking of Harp laughing, so I don’t wonder when no voice answers my knock on my parents’ door, and I’m not jolted, upon opening it, by the sight of their bed, empty and made. I swear I feel nothing at all, until I happen to glance up at the slanted ceiling above and see the twin holes, rough at the edges but wide enough to fit their slim bodies, opening through the roof like perfect portals into the vast, cloudless sky. I see the sun streaming down like spotlights beside their bed, illuminating two cylindrical showers of golden dust, and that’s when I feel something tear in me, something important.


Chapter Two
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 wondered if I should have seen it coming. If I should have been more observant—smarter, more sensitive to subtle emotional shifts. If I had been, maybe I’d have realized that my mother and my father were missing something. That they would find whatever they were missing in God. But the truth is, I can’t remember anything from our pre-Frick lives that would have indicated how gratefully they’d turn to him. The truth, I’d have to admit once I started asking myself these questions in the weeks immediately following their conversion, was that I hadn’t known my parents that well. And once they Believed, I never would, unless their masks of piety shifted by accident, to reveal a glimmer of the person underneath.

I know the exact date they officially joined the Church of America, because it was the Sunday after my sixteenth birthday. It was early in March, a little over three months before the end of my sophomore year. I’d invited my few friends over that Saturday—Lara Cochran, who was my best friend for the pre-Harp years; Corinne Brocklehurst; and a quiet girl from my art class named Avery Caruso. We ate pizza and cake and shared the customary gossip, snippets of rumors we’d heard about parties we hadn’t been invited to. They all left promptly at nine, after handing me small gift baskets of lip gloss and body spray from the same place in the mall. We were friends because of the alphabetical closeness of our last names, because of our good grades and our disinclination to draw attention to ourselves. If I was bored at that party, I didn’t realize it.

When I woke the next morning, my parents were downstairs at the dining room table. It wasn’t late, but I could tell they’d been out of the house and back—they were dressed nicely, and in the center of the table was a platter of bagels, more bagels than the three of us could ever consume in one morning. They sat close together in a conversation they abruptly dropped when I walked in, and immediately I could sense their jumpiness, the uneasiness they sometimes got before imparting bad news. As I sat down and reached for a bagel, I had the sudden thought that maybe someone had died.

“Tell us about your party,” Mom said. They’d been home the night before but had stayed in their bedroom to give me and the girls “privacy.” It was the sort of privilege afforded by the parents of a good kid—they had not even the slightest concern that we’d get into anything resembling mischief. The party narrative took about twenty seconds. I was distracted the whole time by the sense that they had something they wanted to say. When I mentioned Avery’s name, they glanced at each other for a fraction of a second.

“We saw her mother this morning,” Dad said.

“At the Bagel Factory?”

“No,” Mom replied, very slowly. She looked at my father again. His eyes answered some question she had, and she turned back to me. “We saw her at church, actually. Your father and I, we’ve decided to join a church.”

As far as I knew, my parents had never stepped inside a church before that morning. We were not “churchgoers,” as my mother referred to the neighbors and friends who got slightly dressed up on Sunday mornings. I remembered the second grade, when Lara had made her first communion. I’d been invited, and sat in the pew behind some of Lara’s uncles, watching as she made her way down the aisle, dressed like a tiny bride. She’d looked ethereal, so much prettier than me, and I came home crying to my mother that I wanted to have a first holy communion too. She sat me down and explained very patiently that only Catholic girls and boys took communion, and that since we weren’t Catholic, since we weren’t anything, this was one milestone I would not have.

“Why aren’t we anything?” I’d asked.

My mother gave me a long look then, chewing the inside of her lip. “That’s just not the kind of people we are,” she told me. “Some people are that way, and we’re just . . . not.”

So, probably, I should have taken the news that they’d spent that Sunday morning in church a lot less in stride. But at the time, I felt embarrassed. Their going after years of not going struck me as a strange and personal thing, like the sex I’d only recently come to understand they’d at one point had. So I just sat there, aware of the closeness of their gazes, emotionlessly spreading cream cheese on my bagel.

“It would mean a lot to us,” my father said, “if you’d come with us next week. You don’t have to go as much as us, but you might get something from it. It couldn’t hurt, anyway.”

I shrugged. “Okay.” It didn’t occur to me to ask what church they’d joined. I barely understood the differences between them. If they’d said the church they’d chosen was the one founded by Pastor Frick, the white-toothed man whose name I had seen online, whose face I’d glimpsed once or twice in the teasers for the Channel 11 news, I might have reacted a little differently. I might have understood a little better how drastically my life was about to change.



It must be a while later, because the sun that beamed down through the holes in my parents’ ceiling has set, and their bedroom is dark and cold. I sit on the floor at the foot of the bed, my feet tucked under me, my palms flat on my lap. My back aches. I have been sitting like this for hours. I have no memory of time passing, only of the thought I had when I sat down: that if I was very still and very good, if I waited for them patiently, my mother and father would come back from wherever they’d gone.

I didn’t fall asleep, exactly, but now I’m awake. I remember things from the hours I’ve sat here, sounds pouring through the open windows. Shouts, sobs, sirens. The doorbell furiously ringing. My phone vibrating on the floor a yard away. But I stay still. To move would be to break the spell. If I move, it will be like I want them gone, like I want them never to come back.

I hear the front door open.

I hear the creaking of floorboards, the squeaking of steps. A shadowy figure appears at the end of the hallway, and when I see her I let out a sigh and fall back against the bed, because somehow I know it’s over. Harp rushes down the hall toward me.

“Viv.” She crouches down and takes my wrist into her hand, like she’s checking my pulse. “Are you okay? I called, but . . .” Harp’s gaze moves up and beyond me, to the ceiling.

“They’re gone,” I say to her.

“I know,” she says quietly. “Mine too.”

Harp had been very flip about her parents’ conversion. She wasn’t close with them the way I was with mine—even before her parents Believed, Harp treated them like two aggravatingly clueless landlords, and the Jandas just seemed bewildered by their fast-talking, uncontrollable daughter. When they joined the Church, Harp’s parents didn’t try to convert her the way mine did me. They just stopped talking to her. They stopped setting a place for her at the dinner table. Harp started arriving home from school to find her belongings out at the curb with the recyclables. She laughed about it at the time; she shook herself loose from them so easily, I guess I let myself think it didn’t bother her that much. But she looks tiny right now, crouched before me in the gathering dusk, her face smooth and hard. I know she must be hurting. How cruel it was of me not to answer my phone. How pathetic to imagine I was the only one waiting. I lean forward and throw my arms around her neck, knocking her off balance. When it comes to physical affection, Harp usually runs full speed in the opposite direction. But tonight she hugs me back, tight. When we pull away, she has to help me to my feet, because my legs have fallen asleep.

Harp holds on to my elbow as we walk downstairs. We enter the living room, which looks blue in the twilight, and I gasp at the sight of three figures standing in an awkward clump by the door.

“Viv,” one of the figures says with a sigh, and Raj, Harp’s skinny, gangling older brother, moves toward me and takes me into his arms. Over his shoulder, I can see Dylan, his angel-faced boyfriend, and a scared-looking little girl I take to be Dylan’s seven-year-old sister, Molly. Raj lets go.

“Not gonna lie,” Dylan says. “I thought you had salvation in the bag, Apple. You’re more saintly than most Believers.”

“Are you kidding?” Harp says. She sits on the couch and pats the space next to her. Molly, with her long chestnut curls, goes running. “You think I was going to let God beam up my protégée? Not on my watch, God. Over my damned body.”

The two of them are giggling, partly out of hysterical nerves, I imagine, and partly to keep Molly calm. I walk over to the light switch beside the door, but my hand has hardly grazed it before my friends all hiss in warning. “What?”

“It’s a little . . . weird out there right now,” Raj tells me. “People have gone maybe a tiny bit nuts in the last twelve hours.”

I remember my parents’ warnings (“Now, this should last you for the six months between the Rapture and the apocalypse,” my mother said, stocking our cabinets with cans of soup and tuna, “but the real trouble will be keeping it out of the hands of the looters. And the hellhounds!”). “Violent?” I say, lowering myself to the floor by Harp’s feet.

Raj nods once, curtly. “It’s best if we don’t draw too much attention to ourselves. It would also be a good idea if you had . . . anything that we could protect ourselves with.”

“There might be stuff in the basement.” I shrug. “I know my dad has a baseball bat down there.” I start to stand, but Raj holds his hand up to stop me.

“Hey, Molls, you want to go on a treasure hunt?” His voice is softer and sweeter than I have ever heard it. I see Dylan turn to gaze at Raj, his eyes lit up with love. Molly nods shyly and leaps to her feet to follow him. Raj slips a flashlight out of his backpack, takes Molly’s hand, and leads her to the basement door.

We hear their voices echoing down the stairs, and Dylan sinks to the floor and sprawls his lanky body across it. Dylan is probably the handsomest boy I know, and every move he makes lets you know he knows it. He’s constantly trying to be the center of everyone’s attention; it might explain why he and Harp don’t always get along. “We walked here; did Harp tell you that? We walked from Lawrenceville to Highland Park to pick up Molly at my parents’ house. They’re gone, but there’s this big Believer compound next door—they knocked down a few houses last year to build it. Big ugly stone building with an electric fence around it. There are always Believers wandering around the yard, calling out offensive shit. Today, the place was—”

“Empty,” I supply.

But Dylan shakes his head. “Not empty. Quiet, but not empty. No one was out in the yard, but we could hear voices coming from inside. We heard a kid crying.” He pauses and finds my eyes in the dark. “As we were leaving, we stood by the fence for a while, trying to make out something distinct. And then we heard a gunshot.”

“What?”

“Yep.” Dylan taps his fingers on the coffee table. “Vivian, do you mind if I smoke?”

My parents have rules against smoking—on the few occasions that my maternal grandparents have visited, my mother has always made them smoke on the front stoop. I’m about to say yes, I do mind, apologetically, but then I remember the holes in the ceiling and my throat goes dry. I shake my head. Dylan snakes a package out of his pocket and taps it on the table. He pulls out a cigarette and lights it, and for a moment his face is the only lit object in the room—golden, unshaven, hollow eyed. The tension in it melts as soon as he takes a drag.

“Anyway,” Dylan continues, “it seems like not all the Believers were saved. At least not based on what Harp was telling us.”

I tip my head back to look at my best friend’s upside-down face. She holds out her hand to Dylan and doesn’t speak until he hands her a cigarette. “I didn’t wake up until two,” she says. “When I did, I had, like, fifteen hundred missed calls from Raj. I didn’t know what they were about, but I figured they would be nagging in some way. So I didn’t call him back. I cleaned up the mansion a little, and when I got tired of doing that, I turned on the TV. All the networks were taking the same line: ‘Mysterious Mass Disappearances.’ All of them were dancing around the word ‘Rapture.’ The thing is, it’s a lot fewer people than Frick said it would be. There were how many Believers? Hundreds of thousands, probably? And they don’t think even five thousand are gone. Frick’s nowhere to be found, and Adam Taggart, the official Church spokesman, is gone too. But the celebrity Believers are still present and accounted for. Including,” Harp says, as if anticipating my next question, “the president.”

“People are freaked out,” Dylan says. “We saw only five cars on our whole walk here, and the people in them had shotguns across their laps. We saw an abandoned bus on Liberty Avenue. Like, just sitting there in the middle of the street. And when we got into Shadyside, we came probably this close to getting mugged. A group of kids came toward us, and one of them had a knife out, but they saw Molly and backed off.” Dylan exhales a ragged line of smoke. “Never in my life did I anticipate using my baby sister as a human shield.”

The three of us sit in silence, until Raj and Molly come tromping back up the steps. Raj has made our self-defense a quest, a mission, and Molly dutifully carries a jumble of items in the basket she’s made of her skirt: duct tape, a ball of twine, a hammer, a tennis racket. Raj has the baseball bat. To me he hands a sledgehammer. It has the remains of a white sale sticker on the handle, the adhesive still tacky to the touch, and when I run my finger across the heavy black head of it, it leaves a small pile of white dust on my skin. Even in the dark living room, surrounded by my hushed and fearful friends, I can see it.



We set up camp in the living room that night and light candles. I can’t blame Raj or Dylan for their fears—they’ve actually stepped foot into the post-Rapture world—but from our vantage point on the living room floor, it’s hard to sense any particular dangers lurking on my suburban street. In the hours since my friends got here, I haven’t heard a dog bark; I haven’t heard a car door slam. For all I know, all my left-behind neighbors are doing exactly what we are: hiding. But I’m so relieved not to have to spend the night by myself. I treat it like a slumber party. I help make Molly a fort out of couch cushions and pillows; I throw open the kitchen cabinets and laugh when my friends’ mouths fall open at my hoard. The food is all Church of America brand; in addition to founding the Church itself, Frick was the CEO of its accompanying multimillion-dollar corporation. They publish the magazines and run the Church television networks, and they produce end-of-the-world provisions like these—bottles of Holy Spring Water, a bland SpaghettiOs knockoff called Christ Loops. For a long time I took a moral stand by not consuming them, but now the Rapture has come and I’m starving. We eat cold Christ Loops out of the can, even though the electricity still works, for now. When Molly falls asleep, Dylan and Raj speak in hushed voices about what comes next—Dylan has a plan to take Molly to an aunt’s house in New Jersey. Raj will go too, though the aunt hasn’t spoken to Dylan since he came out. It’s odd now to remember the old ways in which families used to fracture. Raj and Dylan study a map they took from Dylan’s parents’ car, trying to determine which roads will be used less.

“My fear,” says Raj, “is that we’re not going to be able to make this trip in six months.”

“What are you talking about?” Dylan says. “Of course we can. New Jersey’s not that far.”

“It’s farther than you think,” Raj replies. “On foot? With supplies we don’t even have yet? A tent? Food? I’m wondering if it’s worth it, if we shouldn’t just stay here with Molly and wait it out.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Dylan sighs, then folds up the map. “Probably we’ll want to be inland in six months anyway.”

I’m about to ask him what he means—what’s happening in six months?—when I remember. “You’re not serious,” I say. Raj and Dylan stare. Beside me, Harp laughs a strained, chirpy laugh. “You don’t really think the apocalypse is coming in six months, do you?”

“Look, not believing was all well and good when there was nothing to believe in,” Dylan says, a little snippily. “But now it’s happened. Our parents have shot through the ceiling and embraced the eternal kingdom, so I’m not going to operate like the world’s not about to end. I’ve got a kid to take care of; I can’t afford to be skeptical.”

Raj leans over and puts his hand on my forearm, and I’m reminded of the crush I had on him when we were younger, when he was the tall, sharp-cheekboned boy at the bus stop. Always he seemed so much nicer than the boys in my class, so much calmer. He squeezes gently. “It’s okay, Viv. It’s scary, but it’s okay. It’s just a case of admitting we were wrong.”

I say nothing. Harp stands up suddenly, her empty can of Christ Loops hitting the hardwood floor with a dull clatter. “It’s stuffy in here,” she says. “I’m going to get some air.”

“You can’t,” Dylan hisses.

“I’ll go on the back porch,” Harp snaps. “I’ll be quiet, I promise. And I’ll take this.” She picks up the sledgehammer lying across my lap. “Viv?”

I don’t particularly want to leave the safety of the house, but I follow Harp onto the back porch, presuming little to no harm can come to me so long as I’m with her. As soon as she pushes open the screen door leading to the deck, though, all other thoughts leave my mind as the heat hits me. It’s freakishly hot out, and it’s only the end of March. Walking home this morning, I’d had to pull on a cardigan, but right now, deep into the evening, it feels like July—the air is thick and humid, practically unbreathable.

Harp senses my surprise. “Oh,” she says. “I forgot that part—alarmingly unseasonable weather. We’d better get used to the heat. Hellfire and damnation and all that.”

She wanders off the edge of my parents’ deck, resting the sledgehammer on one shoulder. I stand beside her. Harp stares into the dark, at her parents’ house, which stands empty. I know I should say something. But it’s still hard to get serious with Harp. It’s hard to say, “How are you doing?” in that gentle way that indicates you’re expecting a sad answer. I know she’ll flip her hair and crack a joke—I know if she didn’t, I’d have no idea how to handle it.

“My parents didn’t go through the ceiling,” she says.

I don’t know what to say to this. “Oh.”

“There aren’t any holes in the ceiling.” Harp focuses her stare straight ahead; her voice is flinty, almost sarcastic. “There’s food in the fridge. They’re the only things gone.”

I’m so tired. I sit and pull my knees up to my chin. 

“But there are holes in your ceiling,” she says. “That’s hard to ignore. It’s hard to pretend that’s something other than what it is.” She sits beside me. I feel her razor-sharp gaze. “What do you think happened? What do you think is going on?”

I can tell the questions aren’t just desperate ones she’s throwing out to the universe. Harp’s not trying to make sense of it. As always, she knows her own mind perfectly—she knows exactly what she believes. There’s a note of suspicion in her voice. She’s testing me now, the new post-Rapture me, to see if I’ve gone belatedly Believer on her.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I can’t wrap my mind around the world legitimately ending, you know? But I don’t know where my parents are
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