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​​​Prelude

America

In 1964, nineteen-year-old P.F. Sloan wrote the song “Eve of Destruction.” At the time, people believed that the lyrics were an attack on the system, but in truth, the song pleads for help and attention during a desperate time. The song aimed to provide a small glimmer of hope and suggested that society could still be saved.

Don't you understand, what I'm trying to say?

And can't you feel the fears I'm feeling today?

If the button is pushed, there's no running away,

There'll be no one to save with the world in a grave,

Take a look around you, boy, it's bound to scare you, boy,

And you tell me over and over and over again my friend,

Ah, you don't believe we're on the eve of destruction.

Over fifty years later, the song lyrics seem truer than ever. However, shortly before he died, Sloan told the Wall Street Journal that the song "sounds naïve — especially in today's world, with ISIS, ongoing wars and all these terror attacks. I was coming from the point of view that we can fix this, really — if we put our attention to it. Talk about naïve." Two years after his death, Sloan’s statement during the interview felt even more true; it was clear how beyond repair the world had become.

The world had changed radically in just six months. The American people sought a change from what they perceived as an unfair and corrupt government, so they elected the candidate who was the farthest from a traditional politician they could find. Within the first few months after taking office, the new President insulted America’s closest allies, provoked America’s enemies, and brought the country to the brink of civil and international war. Their unconventional President quickly seemed less than ideal, and protests spread across the country and around the world. Terrorist groups took advantage of the political disarray and began to build strength. North America and Europe faced repeated heightened alerts. 

It signified the start of the decline of the way of life to which North Americans had grown accustomed. People were naive to think that things could still be fixed.
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​​​​​​Chapter One
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Matt

Matthew Bailey watched as his mother fixated on the morning news, her expression tightening with each distressing story. He ran a hand through his dark hair, concern settling in as he recognized the familiar sign of her unease deepening. The escalating tensions between North Korea and the U.S. were feeding into her paranoia, and at any moment, she could spiral into her doomsday mindset, convinced that catastrophe was imminent.

It disturbed him when she fixated on the reports, and he couldn’t help but wonder if this manic behaviour could be hereditary. Her set jaw suggested she was on the verge of an outburst, as though her yelling at the TV could influence the political landscape. While Matt wouldn’t go so far as to call her unhinged, he sometimes feared they were just one news segment away from seeing her ultimately unravel, potentially forcing the whole family into hiding in the Rocky Mountains for survival.

Matt had spent his entire life in the same unassuming suburban home, where his parents had settled soon after their wedding. The Baileys represented the typical middle-class family: predictable, comfortable, and entrenched in their routines. They had two children—Matt, now sixteen, and Grace, eight. Mark and Heather remained irritatingly affectionate even after eighteen years of marriage. They exchanged laughs and glances like newlyweds, a display of commitment that made Matt cringe.

Matt’s father, Mark, managed security for one of the towers in the financial district, a role that lacked prestige but provided a fair and stable income. His mother, Heather, was steadily climbing the corporate ladder at the Canadian branch of a major international bank. Her recent promotion to management in transaction analytics (Matt had no idea what that entailed) had her working long hours, determined to make a good impression on her new boss.

This morning, Heather was engrossed in the news and reports of escalating riots in several U.S. cities, including a major protest in Manhattan.

“Looks like your New York office will be implementing their remote work mandate again today,” Mark said as he kissed his wife.

“Looks like,” Heather said with a sigh. “So, you found your keys then?”

“Right where I left them,” Mark admitted, and Heather laughed. “Ready to go, Gracie? I’ll drop you at school today.”

“Do I really gotta go? It’s so boring,” Grace complained as she pulled herself away from her cereal bowl.

“The school year just started, honey,” Mark frowned. “You can’t complain until at least December.” Mark pulled on his uniform jacket and motioned for Grace to hurry. Grace hugged her mom and followed her father out of the house. Matt risked a glance at his mother as he finished his breakfast. She sat at the kitchen table with her laptop open in front of her, but her emails were neglected as she focused on the TV. In addition to the political issues in the south, there were also growing international threats from terrorist groups. Matt knew these news reports were a recipe for disaster, and he waited for the yelling at the TV to begin. But instead, Heather clenched her jaw tightly and started typing angrily on her laptop as she drafted an email. He hesitated, wondering if this was his opportunity. He wanted to say something to her, but really didn’t want to hurt her feelings. 

“You know, Mom,” Matt started cautiously. “You could always un-volunteer for tomorrow; it's no big deal.”  “Why would you want me to cancel?” Heather replied, and Matt scrambled to find a convincing reason. “I just know you’re busy. I wouldn't want you to get behind at work.” “Well, I appreciate your concern,” Heather sighed. “But I'm sure a half day volunteering at your school’s Career Day won't put me that far behind.”  Matt was worried, not about her workload, but about what she would say in front of his classmates. She was often vocal about her political opinions, which she shared with anyone unfortunate enough to engage her. It was disconcerting to be with her in public at times. She was preparing for an apocalypse, ensuring a proper supply of bottled water was always in the cold cellar, filling her car with gas as soon as it dropped to a quarter tank, and keeping a large stock of non-perishable foods in the basement. 

Matt had recently tried to discuss his concerns with his father and suggested cancelling the news channels from their cable subscription. His father simply laughed at him, but Matt truly meant it as a sincere suggestion. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that his parents were holding something back. Regardless, he hoped his mother would tone it down when presenting to his classmates. He didn’t want her spreading fear when the school already had one teacher, Mr. Roland, frightening everyone by claiming the world was on the brink of war.

“Don’t worry, I’ll ensure my presentation is interesting,” she assured him.

“So, you’re going to lie about what you do?” Matt smirked.

“I don't need to! Do you even understand what I do, Matt?”

“Does anyone?” Matt said as he rolled his eyes. He picked up his now-empty cereal bowl and placed it in the sink, gave his mom a quick kiss on the cheek, and grabbed his school bag from the floor.

“Bye, Mom, see you at dinner,” he yelled as he left the house.

Matt’s walk to school was long, but with the crisp morning air and clear skies, he preferred it over the crowded school bus. His usual route took him past his best friend’s house, and as always, Liam Allens was waiting on the front porch, ready to fall into step beside him. Liam was a year ahead of Matt and nearing graduation in the spring. Matt couldn’t help but feel that this event threatened their friendship. For more than a decade, they had shared most significant life occasions, starting with their mutual obsession with baseball and continuing through years spent playing on the same teams.

By late September, the two friends had settled into the rhythm of the new school year. Their school, with only a few hundred students, felt intimate, especially compared to the sprawling city schools where thousands crowded the hallways. But the small environment came at a cost: privacy was nearly impossible, and gossip travelled fast. Keeping anything personal was futile.

“Are you limping?” Matt asked as he noticed his friend favouring his right side while joining him on the sidewalk.

“It’s nothing, just slept funny,” Liam replied, unconcerned.

“We still have a game left this season; you better be able to play next week.”

"I’m fine,” Liam insisted. “So, is your mom still on the agenda for tomorrow's Career Day?"

"At this point, yes,” Matt sighed; it wasn’t lost on him that Liam had deflected the conversation about his injury. "I think she may be looking forward to it. I feel guilty trying to make her cancel."

"Why are you so worried about it anyway?" Liam criticized.

"I'm just worried she's going to embarrass herself, and me," Matt replied apprehensively; he didn’t want his classmates to have too much insight into his personal life.

"What does she do, anyway? I know she works at a bank, but what does she do there? IT stuff?" Liam asked, ignoring Matt’s concerns.

"No, she’s a manager in transaction analytics," Matt replied, hoping to end the conversation focused on his mother.

"What does that mean?" Liam continued to inquire, and Matt realized that Liam genuinely seemed interested. 

"Hell, if I know," Matt shrugged. "Let's move it or we’ll be late."

"How long until you get your driver's licence?" Liam groaned.

"I only just passed my learner’s permit test; I still have to book my lessons,” Matt reminded him.

"Well, could you hurry it up? I don't want to be doing this walk in the winter."

By the fourth period, Matt's eyelids were growing heavy. The school day was winding down, yet the final class always seemed to make the anticipation for the end of the day almost unbearable. Though technically this was a history class, the curriculum had shifted towards current events, and today’s lesson discussed (again) the escalating tensions between the U.S. and North Korea.

North Korea’s latest threat, a mini nuclear warhead capable of reaching the U.S. mainland, set off another round of fierce rhetoric from the American President, who retaliated with his own warnings. Mr. Roland seized the moment to connect the situation to Cold War history, emphasizing how the past continues to shape the present. He called it “living history,” but to Matt, it felt like a very secluded problem, impacting the U.S., not Canada. He believed he was insulated from the chaos and safe from the repercussions of political intimidations.

Despite Mr. Roland’s homework assignment to stay updated on the news, Matt found himself distracted the previous night. The only headline that stuck with him wasn’t about international tensions—it was about a rare pink dolphin spotted in Louisiana. Somehow, this was far more captivating than yet another threat or speculation about military responses.

"The U.S. is making it clear that they do not want a regime change in North Korea,” Mr. Roland was saying as Matt tuned in and out of the lecture. “They only want to remove the weapons. But the U.S. has not stated what they are willing to accept, nor have they clearly stated what they will do to stop North Korea.”  

"Mr. Roland," a girl in the front row, Emily, raised her hand and continued without waiting to be called on. "The news I watched last night was telling people what they should do to survive a nuclear attack. The news lady said to find a cave or hide in your basement. Would that make a difference?"

"It would depend on where the bomb was dropped. Many people who survived the blast would quickly, or eventually, die of radiation, as we saw in Japan in World War II."  Matt was also reassured that, although the U.S. news advised Americans to prepare and take refuge in their basements (or caves) if a nuclear war broke out, the Canadian news remained level-headed, featuring stories about pink dolphins. Mr. Roland enjoyed American news channels and used them to terrify the class at the end of each day. Each lesson that week left the students feeling they would have to report Mr. Roland to the guidance counsellor before the entire class needed Prozac.

Mr. Roland found pictures of Hiroshima on his tablet and projected them onto the smartboard. The class had already learned a great deal about Hiroshima that week. Matt stared blankly at the black-and-white photo of the mushroom cloud displayed on the screen. Next was a picture of the destroyed city, also in black and white, with piles of rubble everywhere, except for the skeleton of one building that appeared to have been a church, standing defiantly amid the debris. More pictures followed: injured people receiving treatment, additional aerial views of the rubble, and finally, an image of a small child holding a puppy. This picture lingered in Matt's mind. He couldn’t determine whether the child was a boy or a girl. In the background, he could see the destroyed buildings, but the child's expression stayed with Matt. The child wasn't sad, scared, or crying; instead, they wore a blank face, looking into the camera and illustrating the wreckage of human suffering to the world.

The picture served as a reminder to the world of what they had allowed to happen, and now that world was threatening to do it again. Did the leaders not remember these images? Matt wondered. Did they not care? The idea of one person possessing the power to inflict such pain and death on society both disturbed and intrigued him. Just as he was about to contemplate booking a meeting with the school's psychologist for his Prozac prescription, the bell rang to signify the end of the school day. Thoroughly depressed, he grabbed his bag and hurried to meet Liam at his locker.

“Do you ever worry about a war starting?” Matt asked Liam as they exited the building.

“Shit! You just had Mr. Roland’s class? He’s getting in your head again?” Liam laughed.

“I guess a bit. It makes me wonder if we are taking it for granted that we feel so safe.”

“We’re safe, we’re in Canada. When does anything bad ever happen in Canada?” Liam replied.

“See, that’s what I was thinking,” Matt conceded, feeling assured. “I guess it’s just the class getting to me.”

When he got home, Matt found his little sister giggling in the living room with her babysitter, Amy Campbell. Like Liam, Amy was a year ahead of Matt in school. She drove, which allowed her to pick Grace up from elementary school and look after her until either Matt or one of their parents returned home. Usually, Matt had a ball practice or a game after school, but on days when he didn't, he had personal reasons to rush home to spend some time with Amy. In Matt’s eyes, Amy was the perfect girl: smart, beautiful, and not stuck-up. He had been infatuated with her for years, and when his parents hired her as Grace’s babysitter, he felt he had lucked out. However, he never had the courage to take any initiative; their interactions remained limited to subtle flirting. Even though he was a year younger, Amy never treated him poorly and sometimes even spoke to him at school. Matt was sure that Amy had no idea about his true feelings, and he was convinced there was no chance she would consider dating a younger guy. Therefore, Matt ensured his flirting was innocent and low-key.

"Good evening, ladies," he said as he entered the living room. Amy and Grace were hovering over a board game, arguing about the rules. Amy often did this with Grace, pretending not to grasp the simple rules of games to make Grace laugh. Matt knew Amy was a top student who made the honour roll every year. He was confident that Amy could understand the rules for the game Sorry.

Grace waved over her shoulder to Matt, and Amy gave him a quick smile.

"Was grade three exciting today?" Matt ruffled Grace's hair as he walked past her and sat on the sofa.

"Nope," Grace responded as she moved her marker on the board game. Apparently, that was the winning move because Grace jumped to her feet and started a victory dance.

"Well played," Amy said as she packed up the game. Matt knew that Amy would be leaving now that he was home; his chance to start a conversation with her was quickly disappearing.

"So, Amy, are you taking a class with Mr. Roland this term?" Matt asked.

"Oh yeah, it's been interesting." Amy rolled her eyes.

"I think the man has finally cracked up," Matt said, trying to sound casual.

"Well, if he hasn’t, he will after tonight," Amy said as she nodded toward the TV. Matt turned to see that the TV was on but muted. The U.S. news channel was airing Breaking News with a headline stating that North Korea had bombed Guam.

"What's Guam?" Matt asked, forgetting to put on a show for her.

"It's a small island, a U.S. territory in the western Pacific Ocean," Amy answered, watching TV. There are a lot of U.S. military bases there, but it's close to North Korea—at least it’s the closest U.S. territory to North Korea."

Matt turned the sound on for the TV.

"It is unclear how many casualties there are at this time, but early reports are indicating that the military base has significant damage," the news lady was reporting. Currently, only satellite phones are working. It seems that the entire island may have lost power. The U.S. government has confirmed that they have been in contact with some military personnel in Guam, but they are not releasing any specific details."

"What happened, Matt?" Grace had turned her attention to the TV. Matt quickly hit mute on the remote again; he wasn't sure how to explain this to an eight-year-old. 

"I'm not sure, Grace. We'll see what Mom and Dad can tell us when they get home. You know, if you have any homework, you better get that done now." Matt noticed Grace's expression indicated she was not impressed with his suggestion, but at least she was distracted now.

"OK fine," Grace sighed, heading to her room with her school bag.

"Do you think they can bomb North America?" Amy asked once they heard Grace's door close.

"They claimed that they can, don’t they?" Matt replied, trying not to remember what Mr. Roland had said in class.

"This is kind of scary,” Amy shuddered. "I know they are still thousands and thousands of miles away, but it still feels too close to home, like everything Mr. Roland was saying is coming true." "I need to get home," Amy said suddenly, quickly heading towards the front door.

"Sure, are you going to be OK going home alone?" Matt asked, worried for her; she seemed a bit stunned.

"I’ll be fine. Thanks, Matt, I'll see you tomorrow." Amy headed out the front door. Matt watched from the door as she got into her car.

Once alone, Matt turned back to the television, flipping through channels that had all suspended their regular programming in favour of non-stop coverage of the bombings. The reports provided little new information, instead recycling footage and making speculations. Some networks assembled panels of self-proclaimed experts, analyzing the attack with elaborate theories, each more speculative than the last. Their debates rarely offered proper analysis and mostly reverted to finger-pointing. Blame was directed in every direction, from the President’s administration to the North Korean government.

Eventually, confirmation arrived that the President would address the nation at eight p.m. Matt glanced at the clock; it was six p.m. He had been watching for nearly an hour, absorbing every detail with the kind of focus Mr. Roland would be proud of. Then, the front door opened, and the heavy footsteps that followed confirmed his father was home.

"Hello?" Mark called from the hallway. "Where is everyone?"

"Daddy!" Grace yelled as she came running down the stairs to hug her father.

"Hi Princess, how are you?"

"I finished all my homework!" Grace gloated.

"Good girl!" Mark replied as he hugged her back a little longer than usual. "I have an idea!" Mark suddenly changed to a cheerful voice. "Let's order a pizza for dinner. Mom will be working late, and I don't feel like cooking today."

"Yay! Pizza," Grace cheered and ran to the other room.

Grace quickly returned with the tablet and scrolled through the menu, picking dinner through the pizza delivery app. 

"The President is making a statement at eight p.m. tonight," said Matt as he pulled his dad aside.

“Yes, I heard. I suppose I need to find a way to explain this somehow to Grace. There are a lot of scared people out there right now.

"Dad, do we need to be worried?" Matt asked, as the news coverage engrossed him. The sheer scale of death and suffering was beyond anything he had ever witnessed; yet, it felt distant, unfolding on the other side of the world. He couldn't fathom how this could impact his life—a tragedy of that magnitude existed only in someone else’s reality. 

"I'm not sure. Maybe ask me again after we hear from the President. Your mom's bank has instructed everyone to stay late today. They have been told that the stock markets might be closed tomorrow, so they are preparing for that."

Matt wasn't sure what that meant or why his mother needed to stay late. Selfishly, he hoped she would cancel on Career Day.

"Matt, don't worry," Mark misread Matt's concerned look. "We will be fine. We're in Canada, after all. Even if the U.S. goes to war, Canada likely won't be impacted directly."

Matt felt that his dad meant "attacked" or “bombed,” not "impacted," but he wasn't about to ask for clarification. "impacted” sounded so much better.

“OK, I picked what I want,” Grace said, waving the tablet at them. Mark took it to review the order. 

“This looks perfect,” he said. “I’ll order everything you picked.”

“OK, I’ll go set the table.” Grace ran off to the kitchen.

“Let's pretend it's a picnic,” Mark called after her. “Use paper plates.”

“You just don't want to do dishes.” Matt laughed.

“Do you?” Mark winked back at him.

Matt and Mark endeavoured to keep themselves occupied while waiting for the pizza and eight p.m. to arrive. They heard the front door open just before eight, and Heather walked in.

“I didn’t think you would be home so early,” Mark said as he hugged his wife at the door.

“I promised to log in at home and monitor my emails,” Heather said while retrieving her laptop from her bag. “Has the President started speaking yet?”

“No, not yet. We are just waiting for that. I sent Grace for a bath.”

“I think it’s starting,” Matt called from the family room. They all gathered on the sofas to watch.

The TV was showing the White House press room with a small podium. Beside the podium was the American flag. Instead of the President standing at the podium, there was a man Matt didn't recognize.

“Who is that?” he asked his parents.

“He is the secretary of defence,” Heather answered.

“Thank you all for your patience,” the official on the screen began, his voice measured yet firm. “At this time, we want to provide an update on the situation in Guam to the American people and the international community.” He paused briefly before continuing.

“This morning, six missiles struck Guam, launched by North Korea. Initially, ten missiles were fired, but swift action by our allies in Japan intercepted and destroyed four before they could reach their targets. At this time, we cannot confirm the total number of casualties. However, thanks to an early warning, many residents were able to seek shelter. The island has lost power, but efforts are underway to restore essential services quickly. Relief teams from the United States have already departed, and medical and humanitarian support from nearby allied nations is expected to arrive this evening.”

He paused again, this time locking his gaze directly on the camera. “Let me be clear, what North Korea did today was an act of war against America and all democratic nations. The United States will not tolerate aggression against our people. We will stand with our allies to ensure a decisive response that neutralizes this threat and prevents further harm to Americans and citizens worldwide.”

“I won’t be taking questions at this time,” he concluded, his tone firm. Without another word, he stepped away, ignoring the flood of questions from reporters calling out behind the camera.

“I don’t understand.” Matt turned to his parents. “What did all that mean? And why was the President not talking?”

“I don’t think they trust the President to handle this situation,” Heather replied with a smirk. “The secretary of defence told North Korea and the world that the President isn’t the one calling the shots now.”

“That's good?” Matt asked.

“Yes, I think so. They haven’t outright said that the President is not in charge, but they clarified that whatever happens next will be a global response.”

“Won't that just start World War III?”

“No. No one wants that,” Heather continued. “Once the reasonable people negotiate, it will be with minimal military action. With sufficient global support behind the U.S., the leaders in North Korea will likely step down, or at least stop their attacks on the U.S.”

“So, we don’t need to activate our emergency exit plan?” Mark laughed.

“Not yet,” Heather responded, without humour or sarcasm.

Matt heard his mom on the phone early the next morning. She had started her workday long before anyone else was awake and didn't leave her home office, even to join the rest of the family for breakfast. She did call down the stairs as Matt was leaving to confirm she would see him later at school for the Career Day presentations.

Later that morning, Matt was in the auditorium, surrounded by eleventh and twelfth-grade students gathered for Career Day. Six parents had volunteered to speak, each providing a glimpse into their profession before breaking off to answer individual questions. They came from vastly different fields, holding positions that spanned corporate offices, skilled trades, and public service.

Matt was only half-listening. He hadn’t settled on a career path yet but knew he didn’t want to be confined to a desk. He had been considering firefighting fairly seriously. The idea of action, purpose, and physical challenge appealed to him. However, the thought of two years of training still felt like a daunting commitment, but the thought of spending another four years in college or university was even less attractive. He hadn’t told his parents about his interest, but he was sure they would say it was too dangerous and try to dissuade him; he felt they had raised him as a “bubble-wrapped” child. Eventually, Heather stepped onto the stage, commanding the room as she began her presentation.

“Good morning, everyone,” Heather said confidently. “My name is Heather Bailey. I work in transaction analytics, specifically in the anti-money-laundering division of a bank. My role is essentially to prevent terrorist or organized crime groups from laundering money through our bank. I have a quick video I want to show you.”

Heather typed a few keys on her laptop, and a video appeared on the smartboard. The video was produced by a government organization acting as the analysis centre for financial transactions reported by financial companies. They used examples from the cases they encountered and explained how reports from the bank helped them prevent crime and terrorist attacks.

“So, my role is to monitor all our transactions and report anything fishy to the reporting centres at the government,” Heather said after the video was done. “Obviously, I can't give you too many specific details, but there have been some interesting cases I have worked on. I have found money coming from biker gangs, drug dealers, and even a Nigerian prince, and ladies, I can tell you that he was no prince.” 

The audience let out a small laugh at that. Overall, everyone seemed to still be engaged in what she was saying. Heather concluded by answering some of the scripted questions from the teachers that everyone had received. What schooling was needed for her career? What are the best and worst parts of her job? Once all the presentations finished, the speakers moved to their designated spots for one-on-one time. Students were encouraged to speak with the parents to have their specific questions answered. Matt looked around the auditorium but had little interest in engaging with anyone directly. Suddenly, he noticed Amy beside him.

“You know, your mom’s job is pretty cool,” Amy told him.

“You’re actually interested in that kind of stuff?” Matt was excited to be talking to Amy, even if the subject was his mom.

“Sure, I like the numbers aspect; it sounds like putting a massive puzzle together.”

“So, are you going to talk to her more?” Matt asked.

“I think I might wait and talk to her one night after school. She has a big crowd around her, and I see her all the time anyway.”

Matt turned to see his mom at the far end of the auditorium, chatting with a group of students. Even Liam was standing there.

“Geez, I never thought she would be so popular,” Matt sighed.

“I don’t think you give your mom enough credit,” Amy noted as she walked away.

“Buddy, your mom has some really cool stories,” Liam said as they walked home after ball practice. “I think what she does would be awesome. You get paid to watch money all day; how cool is that? Do you ever worry that some of the bad guys would come after her? You know, like the mafia or biker gangs?”

“No!” Matt said, horrified, and stopped walking. “She’s just my mom. She’s not like the CIA or something. Besides, everything she does is anonymous; they shouldn't be able to track it back to her. Otherwise, the system wouldn't work.”

“Didn’t realize you were that protective,” Liam said, raising his hands in exaggerated surrender.

“It’s just weird to think of my mom having a whole life beyond the family. I mean, I know a little about her work, but she hardly talks about it, and sometimes, she just can’t.”

Matt didn’t want to discuss his mother, especially with Liam. He had intentionally avoided family conversations with Liam ever since Liam’s mother had abandoned him and his brothers. Liam’s unexpected interest in Heather’s job surprised him; he never imagined Liam as the desk-job type, believing he would likely pursue a university education on a baseball scholarship.

“You know you need to be brilliant in math if you want to do a job like that,” Matt said, hoping to discourage Liam. 

“I do alright in math,” Liam responded, but offered nothing further. Matt never asked Liam about his grades. Since he was a year ahead of Matt, they were never in the same classes, so Matt had no idea how well Liam did in his classes, but he always assumed Liam wasn’t the academic type. 

“So, are we still on for this weekend?” Liam asked, changing the subject. 

“For the movie? Yeah, of course,” Matt replied. 

“OK great, text me later,” Liam called over his shoulder as he walked home.

Matt found Amy watching Grace when he got home, even though his mother was home.

“Hey Amy, is everything alright?” Matt asked as he joined them in the kitchen, where Amy was making Grace a sandwich.

“Yeah, everything is fine,” Amy confirmed. “Your mom just asked me to stick around until you came home. She had a lot of work to do and wanted to make sure Grace wouldn’t disturb her. But now that you’re home, I need to head out.”

“Hot date tonight?” Matt intended to tease her, but he realized it came off as creepy.

“Um, no, not a date,” Amy blushed. “It sounds stupid, but I’m having a movie night with my grandma. I try to do that once a month. You know, she’s getting older, and I’m worried she’s lonely.”

“That’s cool,” Matt said. “What are you going to watch?”

“I have to bring over a DVD; she doesn’t like to leave the apartment much anymore, so I thought I’d get her started on Game of Thrones.”

“Seriously?” Matt asked, shocked.

“No!” Amy laughed. “That may give her a heart attack! She has a thing for Robert Redford, though, so it might be Out of Africa again.”

“Or the second Captain America movie,” Matt suggested as she headed to leave.

“Oh, I’m sure she would love that. See you Monday, Matt.” Amy gave him one last smile before she left. Matt’s heart skipped a beat, she had a great smile.

Matt headed upstairs, planning to check in with his mother about dinner. However, as he approached the office, he noticed the door was slightly ajar. Through the gap, he heard the low murmur of her voice as she spoke to someone on the phone.

“Are you saying you managed to trace that money back to a Russian bank?" Heather asked.

“It was buried, but yes, eventually, I found it,” the voice on the speakerphone answered. It was a male voice; he spoke softly, as if he also didn’t want to be overheard.

“But how do we know there is a connection to North Korea?” Heather asked.

“I’m not certain, but I believe the account is held by a Russian company flagged on the OFAC list. This Russian company supports North Korea.”

“How did we not see it earlier?” Heather continued her questioning.

“They layered it well. It took a while to find the path.”

“Kevin, if this is true, there is a chance that our bank helped to indirectly fund the...”

“Heather, we haven't confirmed anything yet,” Kevin interrupted. “And the money has already moved, so we may never be able to confirm.”

“But shouldn’t we be reporting it now?”

“We still have a little time; let me do some more digging. I would hate to get this one wrong.” Kevin was speaking almost in a whisper on the phone.

“And what about the local accounts?” Heather asked, sounding increasingly distressed as she continued to challenge Kevin. 

“Heather, you need to keep this to yourself,” he insisted. “Until we have more information, there is no need to create panic.”

“OK,” Heather replied reluctantly. “Give me a call when you know.”

Matt heard Heather end the call. He wasn’t sure what he had just heard, but he knew he shouldn't have heard it. He paused for a moment and then deliberately walked heavily up and down the hallway before knocking on the door.

“Hey Mom, do you want me to get dinner started?” he asked as he pushed the door open.

“Yes, please,” Heather answered, a bit startled. “I didn’t know you were home already.” She appeared distracted and stressed, reading spreadsheets on her screen.

“OK, I’ll let you know when it’s ready,” Matt said as he slowly backed out of the room, trying to catch a glimpse of her screen.

“Thanks, hon,” Heather mumbled while keeping her eyes on the spreadsheets, but then she suddenly turned her attention to Matt. “Matt, hold on a minute.”

“Yeah, Mom?” Matt was worried that she would ask him about the conversation he had just overheard.

“Do you think the Career Day went OK? I mean, I didn’t embarrass you at all, did I?”  Matt let out a small laugh. Maybe what he had overheard wasn’t serious if she was worried about Career Day. 

“You did fine, Mom. And it looked like a few kids were interested. You got Liam’s attention anyway.”

“He’s a good kid,” Heather confirmed. She had always had a soft spot for Liam, especially after his mom left. “You didn’t seem interested in anything, though. I noticed you didn’t talk to anyone after, except Amy.” Heather stared at her son, waiting for a response, even though she hadn’t actually asked a question.

“None of those speakers were in the line of work I’m considering.” Ignoring the jab about Amy, he turned to leave once more.

“So, what is it you are considering?” Heather asked before he could leave.

“OK,” Matt sighed. He wasn’t even sure what he wanted, but he would tell her if admitting to a career path stopped the questioning. “I tell you, but don’t get mad, I want to be a firefighter.”

“Really?” Heather’s response was surprise, not anger. “What made you start thinking about that?”

“I have been thinking about it for a bit. I was just worried about telling you guys; I didn’t think you would support that choice since it’s dangerous.”

“If that’s what you really want to do, we will support you, Matt.” Heather walked over to her son and hugged him. “Obviously, I would never want you to be hurt, but I like that you have a direction.” She paused for a minute and then added, “How about we go for a drive after dinner, and you can practice?”

“Really? That would be great!”

“OK, let me finish up here, and you start dinner. Your father will be home soon, too.”

With his mom in the passenger seat, providing a steady stream of critiques, it was tough to relax. Still, Matt concentrated on enjoying the drive. He hadn’t had many chances to get behind the wheel yet, but each time he did, his confidence grew. He was starting to realize just how much he liked it; there was something about the hum of the engine, the grip of the steering wheel, and the control over speed and direction that made him feel powerful and in command.

“You are doing well Matt. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be so hard on you,” Heather apologized. “Do you want to try the highway?”

“Are you being serious?” Matt asked, shocked by the suggestion. She had never wanted him to be on the highway before. Although he felt he wasn’t experienced enough, he didn’t want to miss the opportunity. 

“If you think you’re ready?” 

“Yes,” Matt blurted. He wanted to try a faster speed, but now felt a nervousness churned in the pit of his stomach. 

“OK, the highway ramp is coming up. Stay in the right lane.”

Matt signalled, double-checked his blind spots, and smoothly shifted into the right lane, preparing to merge onto the highway. The evening traffic had thinned, leaving plenty of open road ahead. He eased the car up to speed, merging without issue, careful to keep his pace right at the limit.

“You can push it a little if you’re comfortable,” his mom said beside him. “No one sticks exactly to the speed limit. You need to get used to handling the car at higher speeds.”

He pressed the gas, accelerating to five more kilometres per hour. His pulse quickened—this was the fastest he had ever driven. Still, the cars around him seemed to blur past. Hesitating momentarily, he nudged the speed up again, reaching one hundred ten kilometres per hour. He took a quick glance at his mom, but she didn’t protest.

“Push it a little more; traffic is around one hundred twenty. Try it if you feel like you can,” Heather said casually.

“OK,” Matt said, focusing intently on the road. He pressed the gas pedal further to match the speed of the car ahead of him. He glanced at the speedometer: one hundred twenty-three kilometres an hour. His heart raced, and he could feel the adrenaline coursing through him; he felt both excited and terrified at the same time.

“Remember, Matt, that at this speed, everything happens faster,” Heather coached casually. “And your reactions need to be much quicker. You'll get used to this, but always ensure that you're paying attention. Take the next exit; we’ll take the back roads home.”

Matt felt his hands sweating as he signalled and merged into the exit lane. He also noticed that he had been holding his breath for a significant part of the ride. He took a deep breath while stopping at the lights and waiting for his turn. His heart slowed, and he felt a sense of disappointment that the rush was over.

“Are you OK?” Heather asked.

“Yeah, just a bit of a rush going that fast.”

“Remember to be smart, you were going too fast just now.” Matt was about to apologize when his mother continued. “But I’m glad you did it while I was with you, you handled it fine. I’m proud of you.”

They drove back to the house in silence. Matt pulled into the driveway, parked the car, and handed the keys to his mom. Just as he was about to leave the car, she grasped his arm.

“If you needed to, you would know how to get to our cottage, right?” she asked suddenly.

“Yes, I think so,” Matt said, but he was worried; his mother’s mannerisms had changed, and she seemed panicked now. 

“Without GPS?” Heather continued, and Matt worried she would have another one of her paranoid moments.

“Sure, it’s fairly easy.”

“Listen to me, Matt,” she said as she looked deep into his eyes. “This is crucial. If anything should happen, if there is ever a threat to the city and it becomes unsafe, you must take your sister and go to the cottage. Take one of the cars to get there. You will be safe.”

“Geez, Mom, what are you talking about?” Matt was becoming frustrated.

“I just want to make sure you know what to do. You realize that if anything should happen, your father and I could be stuck in the city. Transportation would likely be shut down, and we wouldn’t have an easy way to get home.”

“But why would we need to leave?” Matt demanded.

“Only if there’s a real threat,” Heather said, steadying her voice. “There’s a nuclear power plant between us and the city. If something happens, if the danger is directed at the plant, you need to leave immediately. The cottage is your safest option.”

She noticed his subtle eye roll but stood her ground. “I need you to take this seriously,” she urged. “There’s a box in the garage labelled ‘cottage stuff.’ Inside, you’ll find supplies you absolutely need—water purification tablets, iodine pills, first aid gear, and essential medicine. I’ve been meaning to bring it up there, but haven’t had the chance. You must take it with you. These things could make the difference.”

Heather exhaled, meeting his gaze. “Take your sister and get to the cottage. We’ll do everything we can to meet you there.” 

“Do you really think there’s going to be a war, Mom?” Matt didn’t mean to sound sarcastic, but he was growing frustrated. Why couldn’t his mother just be normal? Not a crazed conspiracy theorist, planning for the apocalypse. 

“No, I don’t,” Heather hesitated before she replied. “But I just want to be prepared. It scares me that I may not be able to protect my children. I just want to make sure that you and your sister are safe. There are terrorist attacks happening all over the world these days, and I think Canada has just been lucky so far. Since we live near the largest city in Canada, we need to be a bit more vigilant. Look at the bombing that occurred a few weeks ago in England. The terrorists bombed a concert that was mostly attended by teenage girls. There are new horrors in this world, not just this conflict with the U.S. and North Korea, and we would be silly not to take some protective measures.”

“OK, Mom, don’t worry,” Matt interrupted. He wanted the conversation to end. “I understand the exit plan; grab Grace and head to the cottage. Got it.” 

Matt had hoped his words would be enough to reassure her, but when he glanced over, he saw tears welling up in her eyes. He struggled to make sense of her shifting emotions—these conversations always made him uncomfortable. This time, however, it felt different. It wasn’t just worry or frustration; he felt this one had
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