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      He’ll get his ailing father home…

      Matthew Riley wants to believe people come together in times of struggle, but as chaos sets in after a massive EMP event, he discovers the only people he can trust are family. His father, an Army vet, has skills to survive this dark new world, but with no medication for his heart, keeping him alive may prove an impossible task.

      

      She’ll protect her daughter and reunite her family…

      Kathleen Riley doesn’t share her husband’s optimistic view of humanity. When the power goes out during a visit to her brother in prison, she and her teenage daughter must find a way out before starting the long trek back to their family.

       

      They’ll defend their home…

      With the rest of the Rileys away from home, it’s up to Ruth and her grandson, Patton, to keep their hotel safe for the family they know is coming back. But food is running low, and some see an elderly woman and a preteen boy as easy pickings.

       

      In a broken civilization, there is strength in numbers. One family is determined to survive, but will they be able to defend themselves against desperate survivors?

       

      Great news! Erupting Trouble is even better than before - it was expanded & republished in February 2024!
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      From his spot in the cashier’s line of Wilson’s Antiques, Matthew Riley smiled at the gorgeous expanse of blue sky that he could see outside the shop’s windows. It was turning out to be a beautiful day, and not just because of the spring Wisconsin weather: he’d junk-hunted through rickety wooden chairs and strange metal plush seats from the ’60s, and had found a set of green velvet chairs. They’d be perfect decor for the hotel's summertime grand opening. Even his daughter, Allison, would think them retro-cool instead of outdated-gross. The ticket to claim and purchase rested in his palm.

      “If this line moves any slower, I might keel over,” David grumbled beside him. His father wasn’t wrong—it seemed a lot of people had the same idea of taking advantage of the weather to hunt for trash turned to treasure. They were near the back of the line, and up ahead, the cashier was doing her best to keep the line moving.

      “We have nowhere else to be,” Matthew told his father. “You can consider this mission a success. We found everything we came for here.”

      “And some things we didn’t expect to find. What is this thing, anyway?” David asked, gesturing to the items in the basket Matthew held.

      “It’s an old-timey coffee grinder,” Matthew said.

      “Could just buy a new one,” David responded, peering at the squat wooden box with a rotating handle. “Looks like a Jack in the Box. Remember those toys?”

      “It’s about the aesthetic. The River Rock Hotel is a rustic resort, and that’s what our guests will expect. We’re not going to use it, but doesn’t it look cool? People will imagine what it was like to explore the wilderness and find ways to get their morning joe while watching the sun come over the hill.”

      “Should’ve kept my coffee grinder from when I was a young man. It might not have had the same aesthetic, but at least it worked and looked old. You could’ve used that for free instead of paying twenty bucks for something that cost fifty cents back in the day.”

      “Fifty cents then might’ve been the same amount as twenty bucks now,” Matthew said. The lights above flickered, almost as if someone was playing with the light switch. “It’s called inflation, Dad.”

      David snorted. The lights continued to stutter, casting a dim flickering glow over the customers. With a sudden bright surge, as if the bulbs had been pushed to their max, the store fell into darkness. Around him, the customers in line murmured.

      “Sorry, folks,” the cashier said in a loud voice. “Looks like we lost power. Again.”

      A collective groan rose.

      “We’ll just wait for it to kick back on, and then we’d be happy to give you all a 10% discount for your patience and understanding,” the cashier finished. She pushed a straggling lock of hair off her forehead with the look of a rabbit caught in a trap.

      “I can’t wait for you to get your store back in order," one woman near the front said. "You should be prepared for this. It’s Madison, for goodness’s sake. The electricity is always unreliable in the spring.”

      “It figures,” a young man said to his friend just in front of Matthew. “These kinds of shops aren’t investing in tech or updating their contingency plans in case something happens. Something like this could send them under. You need to take steps to ensure you aren’t losing your customer base just because the electricity goes out. The winter ice must've done a number on their infrastructure.”

      Some of the customers rolled their eyes and pulled out their phones as the grumbling continued. Matthew sighed. He understood why everyone was frustrated—the world was a hustle-and-bustle kind of economy, where listless time meant money lost or accomplishments not achieved. Still, the poor cashier looked flushed and stressed, and Matthew tended to have a strong, soothing personality. If everyone just understood that they were in the same boat, things would calm down. Sometimes it just took a little nudge for everyone to remember that. He opened his mouth.

      “Don’t even think about it,” David said to him under his breath. Matthew gave his father an irritated look. The two of them were so similar, yet their experiences had shaped them into two very different men.

      “I wasn’t going to do anything,” Matthew said, but even he could hear the lie in his voice. “While we’re waiting, I’ll check in on Kathleen.” He pulled out his phone and dialed his wife so she’d know they might be late. She'd been on his mind all morning. He knew today would be hard on her.

      “She’s inside a prison,” David said to him gently. “I bet neither she nor Allison can answer. Especially during visitation hours.”

      Matthew kept the phone to his ear, but he couldn’t hear anything. The phone was eerily silent. He ended the call with a frown. His battery was fully charged. Why wouldn’t the call go through? “It’s not that. The call doesn’t even go anywhere.”

      He could feel tension in his shoulders. The power had gone out in the building and now his phone didn’t work. Something was wrong.

      David shrugged as he pulled out his much older cell phone. “This old building probably has too much concrete blocking the signal. Maybe a tower’s down. I don’t have signal either.”

      Matthew tried to shake off that creeping feeling of concern working its way up his back. “It’s all right. I just wanted to check in with her. It’s tough for her, seeing her brother locked up. I feel bad not being there with her.”

      “You can’t be in two places at once. She’ll be all right,” David said. “Plus, the hotel is like having another child. You were needed here.”

      Matthew swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded, steering the conversation back into familiar territory with a joke. “At least it’s a child we’re raising together.”

      “The most time-consuming money-sink of a child I've ever had.”

      Matthew smirked, knowing his father liked to pretend the hotel hadn't given him some purpose in his retirement. "You fuss over the place more than I do."

      "Never thought I’d be a retiree,” David mused and scratched at his temple. He had the same sandy-blond hair as Matthew, only his was cut military style and had been for decades. “In all honesty, opening this hotel together will be as good for me as it is for you.”

      “It’s been Kathleen’s and my dream for a while now. It’s about time we took the steps to make it happen. I'm glad you and Mom decided to be part of that dream too.” Matthew paused. “I know we told Mom we’d be back early this afternoon to help her and Patton clean up the rooms, but they’ll understand why we might be late.”

      David grinned. “Patton’s probably driving Ruth up the wall.”

      “Hey, he elected to stay behind and help clean.” Matthew held his hands up, palms out. “Sometimes I don’t understand that child of mine. I wouldn’t be caught dead having to clean, especially on a nice day like this.”

      "Oh yeah, as opposed to shopping, which has always been something boys enjoy."

      "Ha. Ha. Very funny."

      Up ahead, the cashier held her hands around her mouth. “Hi there, valuable customers! Since the power doesn’t seem like it’s coming back on right away, we are going to ring out customers with cash purchases only. If you have a cash purchase, please form a new line to the right.”

      “Are you serious?” the woman near the front yelled. She walked out of line and around the numerous displays, leaving her pile of things in the middle of the store. “You’ve just lost my business.”

      “I’m with her,” another man seconded as he abandoned his items.

      "I'd be more than happy to put your purchases on hold until tomorrow," the cashier said, her face crumpled with distress.

      "You think I'd ever come back to a mismanaged establishment like this?" The bell above the door jingled as the woman stormed out.

      “That’s uncalled for,” David said, his gruff voice low. “No need to be rude.”

      “They’re just frustrated.” Matthew released a sigh and looked down to his basket. “I don’t have much cash on me. Not enough to get the chairs, that’s for sure.”

      David watched as most of the customers left their items strewn about the store or dumped on displays. “Maybe we should come back when things aren’t so hostile.”

      “Yeah, this poor lady has enough to deal with. Let’s go put our things back. The furniture hasn’t been pulled yet.” Matthew ran a hand through his short, wavy hair, and placed the coffee grinder back on the shelf.

      He turned a watchful eye on his father, who was placing a few art deco hinges and doorknobs back, and searched for any signs he was in any medical distress.

      “This whole thing has been a bust,” he said to David. “Feel like heading home? We can try again another day.” He shouldn’t push his father to keep going and explore the other antique shops in Madison.

      “You read my mind.” David rubbed his gnarled hands together as if to warm them. His eyes skittered around the shop, always taking in his surroundings. Old habits die hard. Matthew nodded, and together they walked out into the bright sunny day.

      The warmth hit Matthew’s face, dispelling his worry over his wife and daughter. It was hard to be upset on a day like today. Together, David and Matthew headed to Matthew’s silver truck—a few years old, but still up to date. They hopped in the truck’s cab, and Matthew clipped his seatbelt before reaching to start the vehicle by hitting the button.

      Usually, a green light flashed at him when the engine started up and his phone connected to the Bluetooth. Now the light flashed yellow. With a frown, he pulled out the key fob from his pocket and held the angular piece to the button. The button flashed green, indicating the key was near, but when Matthew tried to turn the truck on, nothing happened. “C’mon,” Matthew said, pressing the button again. “You have to be kidding me.”

      “I’ll go check it out.” David laughed, opening the truck door to get out.

      “There’s no way,” Matthew said, holding the fob closer to the button, only now no colored light flashed to even acknowledge the key was present. He didn’t hear any clicking or whirring indicating that the system knew he was in the car. He popped the hood and followed his father out of the cab.

      David lifted the hood up and hooked it open. Matthew bit back the admonishment to be careful. Ever since his heart attack, his father had been sensitive to Matthew’s hovering. David poked at the looping wires bundled along the engine, checked a few things that Matthew had no idea what they did—a master’s in business did not a mechanic make.

      “What’s it look like?” Matthew asked.

      “I can’t see anything wrong,” David said slowly. “Probably left an interior light on that drained the battery. Happens to the best of us. You’re low on washer fluid.”

      Matthew was certain he hadn’t left a light on and even if he had, they weren’t in the store long enough to drain the battery. He did a mental check to see when he’d replaced the truck battery. It was less than a year old. Matthew looked around and saw that despite the exodus of people from the shop, a lot of cars still filled the parking lot. “We need to call for a tow.”

      “If you have signal. Let’s go back inside and see if anyone can give us a jump. It’ll be faster than waiting for a tow truck.”

      “Good idea.” Matthew smiled at his father. “I’m sure someone will help us out.”

      David patted Matthew on the back, and together they turned to head back inside Wilson’s Antiques.
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      Walking back into Wilson’s Antiques was like stepping into a completely different store. Before, customers milled about, the soft tones of the oldies played through the store speakers, and everyone offered a hello or close-lipped smile when you passed them. Now abandoned baskets clogged the walkways, items lay askew on their shelves, the music had been cut off, and people stood clustered in tight groups, all in a state of high-strung irritation. Some had their cell phones out, focused intently on the screens, asking each other if they’d turned their devices off and on.

      Matthew ignored David’s anxious look and decided to approach two women talking in angry, hushed whispers to each other.

      “Excuse me,” he said, and the two women glared at him through narrowed eyes. “I’m looking for some help. My truck died, and I wondered if you’d be able to help me jump it.”

      “You’re not alone,” one of the women said, pushing her thick-framed glasses up her nose. “My Prius is completely dead too. I can’t even get ahold of a tow truck to help me. We can’t help you.”

      “Do you have service?” her friend asked, holding her bejeweled phone out to him. For a moment, both women looked at him with hope.

      Matthew shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t.”

      They turned away from him with a glare of displeasure. “Sorry,” the bejeweled-phone owner said, her tone conveying she was anything but. “Like I said, we can’t help you.”

      Matthew shot David a concerned glance. He moved to ask another group, getting the same brush-off: Nope, can’t help you, sorry, too bad so sad, we don’t even have service, why do you think we could help you?

      Finally, he approached a cowboy standing near the cash register. He'd ask everyone in this store if he had to. At some point, he was bound to find someone who could help him.

      “Hi, sorry to bother you,” he began, “but my truck died, and I wondered if you’d be able to help me jump it?”

      The man turned to him, cowboy hat cocked over his head. “Mine, too,” he said. “Can’t get out of this godforsaken place, either. I think most everyone in here is stranded. Cars won’t start. Phones won’t work.”

      Matthew hid his worried expression and took a moment to really take in the scene around him. The store had the energy of an irate hornet’s nest ready to explode. Another woman looked close to tears. “I just want to get home,” she shouted to her friend. Matthew had been so focused on finding help, he’d brushed aside the oddity of everyone's electronic devices being unavailable. He tried to shake off his unease.

      “There’s no way this is just a power outage,” the cowboy drawled, tapping the counter with the tips of his fingers. “This feels like something happened, you know? Something bad.”

      David sidled up close to Matthew. “I wondered that myself, actually.”

      Matthew gave his father an incredulous look. He’d been suspiciously quiet as Matthew had tried to find help, growing more reserved the ruder people became. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      David frowned. “I don’t live under a rock, Matt. The news has been talking for weeks about cyberattacks happening all over the country. Attacks that have been happening for months. Allison ranted about Facebook and the Tumbles and that tweeting website⁠—”

      “Twitter, Dad. Twitter and Tumblr.”

      “—Twitter being down for days. Called it a ‘blackout day.’ She said some anonymous hacking group was responsible, trying to prove that they could easily overthrow corporations simply by overtaking their platforms. Then there was that senator who had his confidential information leaked. Patton told me how his teachers were shocked that we could see everything he’d been doing: his GPS location, his search history, tracking him through his phone use, collecting his bank information just from his finger swipes on the app. And then remember that celebrity? The gal that acted in that thriller movie? Her bank account was frozen because she hadn’t donated to some cause or other. Who's to say people like that aren’t responsible for this?”

      “You think some hacker is personally making sure my truck can’t start? Why? Opening a hotel in Illinois?” Matthew scoffed and crossed his arms. International squabbles came and went. There was always something going wrong, negotiations falling through, agreements backed out on, but how did that centralize around a power outage in Madison?

      His father huffed out a breath. “Look around you, Matt. You aren’t the only one impacted.”

      The cowboy nodded in agreement with David. “I read that a lot of those cyberattacks are foreign, mainly coming from North Korea.”

      “Are you serious?” the woman with the glasses asked, creeping closer to their conversation. Awe painted her voice. Matthew raised an eyebrow at her. “I had no idea that was happening. I heard about the bank freezing out accounts for no reason, but I never thought something like this could happen here! Do you think we’re under attack?”

      “We’re always under attack,” David said gravely. “This is just a war we can’t see.”

      “Dad, you’re scaring people.” Matthew narrowed his eyes at his father. “I can’t imagine North Korea caring about Madison enough to mess with the power and cause an outage. They’d attack somewhere with more impact to make a statement, like Washington D.C.” As he said it, a part of him wondered, What if it was true?

      “Who says that the blackout is restricted to Madison? It’s not as if we can call anyone to find out, now can we?”

      His father glared back at him and Matthew didn’t want this to escalate into an argument nor did he want to create a panic with the other people in the store. He held his hands up. “You’re right, we can’t find out, so maybe we shouldn’t speculate on how far-reaching the blackout is until we have more information?”

      “Oh gosh, you’re probably right.” The woman in the glasses uttered a high-pitched laugh. “It’s just there have been so many outages this spring, it seems weird. Like, I’ve heard the stories about how the infrastructure is aging and isn’t this what we pay taxes for? Why can’t the electricity company or the government get it together, you know?”

      Matthew smiled tightly at her. “Losing electricity isn’t an international crisis, but we should try to stay calm and help each other out.”

      David looked away, his eyebrows furrowed in disagreement. His father wasn’t known to follow conspiracy theories and that’s exactly what this felt like.

      “Sure,” the glasses woman said and scooted away now that the group had no further information to give.

      “I’m only relaying what the news has been saying,” David said.

      “Even if you’re right, we don’t want to cause a panic, Dad,” Matthew said under his breath. Bad things happened when people panicked. The other customers in the store had gone quiet, listening to their ongoing conversation. Matthew, noticing the attention, turned to face them, and asked in a loud voice, “Is there anybody who can help me jump my truck?”

      Silence met his inquiry, followed by suspicious looks.

      “Unlikely,” one young man finally said.

      “Don’t look at me,” an older woman muttered and tossed her hair over her shoulder.

      “No luck here, either. I already asked everyone here, and no one can help.” The cowboy shrugged an apology and shifted his attention to his useless phone, effectively ending any conversation between them.

      Matthew spread his arms in frustration. David was quiet behind him, uncannily so for an Army vet who always had an order to give or a suggestion to impart. Matthew took a couple of deep breaths. He needed to stay calm. People were scared and that made them reactive. That was no excuse to let his fear and worry overwhelm him.

      A door squeaked open. A balding man entered from the back room into the space behind the counter—Bill, Manager, according to his nametag—and offered them a strained smile.

      “I’m sorry to ask,” Matthew said, catching Bill’s attention and deciding to try one more time. “But would you mind helping me jump my truck?”

      Bill paused but then walked around the counter. “Sure thing. I can take a look for you.” He smiled, making the crow’s feet deepen around his brown eyes. “Not sure I can do much, but I know my way around a car. I’ve got a voltmeter that will tell us if your battery is completely dead. I know it’s been a stressful situation for everyone here, and we’re trying to figure out what’s going on with the power as soon as we can. Where’s your truck?”

      “Thank you so much,” Matthew said, relief painting his voice. “You have no idea how much I appreciate this. I’m just outside in the parking lot.”

      “Lead the way,” Bill said and ducked back behind the counter, tucking a small machine under his arm. The digital scale looked like a Geiger counter, with small red knobs on the metal front and two different colored wires hanging off the side. Together, they left the store.

      “Hey, if you get your car started let me know! I need a ride,” one of the customers shouted at him as they opened the front door, hearing the welcome bell ring. David snorted in derision.

      Cars still filled the parking lot, only now most of the vehicles had their hoods popped open. A few anxious owners surrounded their vehicles, in a similar state to Matthew, trying to figure out what was wrong. Uneasiness filled Matthew as he noted the jumper cables extending between two cars at the far end of the lot and their owners waving their arms up and down in a clear display of an argument.

      Matthew scanned the parking lot. The number of cars with open hoods, the sheer number of stranded people—it wasn't just a power outage and a rising part of him suspected that it wasn’t localized to Madison. "Dad, how many times have you seen a blackout kill cell service and car ignitions?"

      The sun felt hot and oppressive. The store was surrounded by other establishments, and Matthew could see other stranded vehicles in their parking lots. Behind him, his father took in a couple of ragged breaths before answering, “Never.”

      Matthew wanted to check on his father, but at the tense look to David’s shoulders, he held himself back.

      "You know, you're the first person who asked me to help them nicely," Bill said as they strode across the lot. "The rest of them didn't ask me to check their cars, only demanded to use my landline, but that’s out too. Can't believe how rude people have become."

      "Well, we sincerely appreciate your help. My truck is just over here.” Matthew led him over to the silver vehicle.

      Popping the hood, Bill put his hands on his knees and peered at the engine block. “You’re out of washer fluid,” he pointed out.

      “Yes,” Matthew said. “Someone told me that very same thing earlier.”

      “Someone smart,” David said, nudging Matthew and grinning at him. “Someone with a clear head on their shoulders.”

      “Can you try and start the truck for me?” Bill asked. Matthew obliged, hopping back behind the wheel. When nothing happened, Bill motioned for him to come back outside, and Matthew complied. Then Bill held the wires of the voltmeter to the battery, hooking the colored wires to their associated nodes. The needle on the readout oscillated up and down. Bill made a soft sound of disapproval and then unhooked the voltmeter.

      “I can’t hear your alternator,” Bill said, closing the hood with a loud thump. “I don’t think the problem is with your battery. It looks like you have some kind of charge, so theoretically you should be able to start the truck up. Usually, if the battery was out, you’d be able to hear a kind of humming.” Bill stepped back from the silver truck and crossed his arms as he continued his explanation. “This truck has got to be, what a 2017? 2018?”

      Matthew nodded, feeling a ball of dread form in his stomach.

      Bill nodded to himself. “Yeah. Usually, these newer vehicles run completely on computer software. Since you can see a battery charge, most likely the problem is with the computer system. A mechanic can simply hook up the engine to let another computer run diagnostics to pinpoint any problems. What’s going on here is something that I can’t fix. I’m sorry to have to tell you that.”

      “It’s all right, I appreciate your honesty.” Matthew put his hand up to his forehead. The day had suddenly spiraled into the unknown. He needed a moment to process everything that was happening. He’d started the morning with a strong pot of coffee and a smile, excited to spend the day one-on-one with his father. Now his truck might be busted, they hadn’t gotten the furniture for the hotel, and he couldn’t call anyone for help.

      He wished he could talk with Kathleen. Hearing her sternly walk him through the facts and figures of the day would be like hearing longed-for music. She was the realist to his dreamer, and even if she didn’t know what to do in this situation, she’d be able to give him advice or help him feel better.

      He had to remember he wasn’t alone. Everything that had happened was happening to everyone else—the power outage, the cars not starting. It was a collective experience. As long as he could find the good underneath the bad, the helpful within the unhelpful, he could do anything.

      Then an argument broke out behind them and Matthew realized that the good may be hard to find.

      He took a deep breath and met his father’s eyes. Bill wished them luck and headed back inside the shop. As it stood, there weren’t many options left. Galena was more than eighty miles away. There was no way they could walk that far. They could try to call a cab or find a bus stop, but Matthew knew little to nothing about the city’s public transportation options. They couldn’t call his mom, who was working to make the hotel ready for opening day.

      Matthew prided himself on having contingencies in place for different scenarios, but at the moment, they were stuck.
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      “How are you holding up in here?” Kathleen asked and reminded herself for the fourth time that she would not cry.

      Max shrugged, hunched over the round table in the visitation room. His dark brown hair, usually styled and long, had a clipped, uneven look to it. “It’s not a family vacation, that’s for sure. All I do is pace and sleep and try not to get into fights. I read a lot.” He shot her a brave, if wobbly, smile. His eyes darted toward Allison as if to say, Not in front of the kid, Kathy.

      Kathleen followed his line of sight, glancing at her daughter. Allison kept her eyes on her painted fingernails, which picked at the edge of the concrete table. Her phone had been confiscated along with Kathleen’s keys and jewelry when they'd entered Chicago's Metropolitan Correctional Center, all to be given back when their visitation ended. That, more than anything, had made Allison's attitude plummet from compassionate and excited to sullen teenager. She’d begged to come and see her recently incarcerated uncle—but now Kathleen knew Allison’s real motivation was the chance to hang out in Chicago and see her friends before they headed back to Galena. Allison and Max had been close, once upon a time, with Allison always saying how cool Max was, how his easy smile charmed anyone. Little did they know that Kathleen’s baby brother was moving up the ranks from small-time dealer to drug mule, carrying who knows what across borders. First offense, easily caught, confession acquired, and now his easy smile looked hunted after being locked up as he awaited sentencing.

      Kathleen took in a deep breath and knew she had to be strong. For however long they could stay with Max, she would be the pillar he could lean on. She could break down later, in the safety of her car.

      “Do you have any idea where they might send you?” she asked, leaning close. They weren’t supposed to touch, but she let her hand fall open-palmed next to his so at least he knew she was close to him.

      That shrug again. “I have no idea. It’s always the last minute. One guy in the same block as me suddenly got transferred to Indiana with only a day’s warning. I’ll make sure I send a letter, though, if anything happens.”

      “I’ve put money on your phone account,” Kathleen said, a balloon of worry expanding inside of her stomach. She could tell him she loved him in a million ways, but this felt like one that counted. A link to the outside. To family. “Just let me know when you need something. I know Galena is far away, but honestly, I’ll drive to you wherever you are.”

      “I guess Galena is pretty far away, huh?” Allison said, picking at the table harder.

      Kathleen closed her eyes. Uprooting Allison from their Chicago home in her sophomore year of high school had been a decision full of promises: more family time, an investment for all of them, a place to build their future. Still, Kathleen knew that in Allison’s mind, it was a betrayal of the highest order: making her give up her friends and activities in exchange for being the new kid in a new school.

      “It’s far away for Max,” she said, her tone stern. “We’re only two hours away for you.”

      Allison grunted and crossed her arms. She had the same light coloring as her father: sandy-blonde hair up in a ponytail, same blue eyes narrowed in annoyance. How many times had Matthew shot her that look when they were in a fight?

      “Tell me about the hotel,” Max said softly, drawing Kathleen’s attention back to him. “I want to hear all about it.”

      Kathleen gave him a warm smile and spoke about how the run-down hotel was nestled in the slope of a hill, how the sun cascaded over it in rays of white and gold, how the air smelled clean and good. She explained about the work to get the place running, how she and Matthew had invested their savings, how Ruth and David had contributed some of their retirement funds. How she’d crunched the numbers in a ledger, keeping meticulous records of profit versus loss, kept a close eye on her own personal records of hope versus expectations.

      “It sounds beautiful,” Max said. “I bet Matt is excited about the whole thing. You guys have talked about doing something like that for so long.”

      Kathleen faltered. “He wishes he could be here.”

      Max gave her a wistful smile. “Sure, Kathy.”

      “I hate it there,” Allison piped up. “It smells like a retirement home. All dust and mold. I don’t know why we didn’t invest in a high-rise in the city. That would have been a better idea, not something as far away from culture and human interaction as possible.”

      Kathleen shared a look of exasperation with Max. The windowless visitation room had blank gray concrete blocks that felt like a cage, but Kathleen hoped she’d brought a spark of cheer to Max’s internment. For a moment, it almost felt like the past year hadn’t happened. Around them, other inmates and their visitors smiled and chatted happily, some wiping away tears. Above, the long industrial lights that usually sent a garish yellow glow flickered—and then suddenly went out, plunging the room into darkness.

      Instinctively, Kathleen gripped her daughter’s shoulder as a ripple of fear shot through her. Shouts and exclamations filled the room, paired with the sharp and authoritative tone of the observing guards. Even though they’d arrived at the prison with the sun shining brightly outside, the lack of windows in the lounge made Kathleen acutely aware of where they were and the people they were locked in with.

      “Mom?” Allison asked. “What’s happening?”

      “Keep calm, everybody,” one of the guards commanded from a corner of the room. He had the loud booming voice of someone used to giving orders. “The generator will kick on here momentarily.”

      “No need to panic,” another guard added, somewhere near Kathleen’s left. She heard him yank something from his waist, followed by a mechanical device being clicked and a button being pressed repeatedly. “Things will go back to normal soon as soon as the generators start. Please be aware that we’re on temporary lockdown until then. Come in, come in, do you read me?”

      “It’s true,” Max whispered in the darkness. “The power has been unstable lately. Lots of outages happening all the time. I think we had three last week. Don’t worry, okay?”

      Kathleen swallowed hard. “Of course,” she said, still holding on to Allison’s shoulder.

      “We’ve lost power,” the authoritative guard said into what must be a walkie-talkie. The click filled the air followed by the silence of waiting. “Is anyone there? Can we get a status update? Over.”

      “I’m not hearing anything,” the guard closest to Kathleen whispered to his co-worker. “Not even static.”

      “Are the batteries dead?”

      A scoff. “Figures. Wouldn’t put it past night shift not to replace them.”

      “Seriously, though. The generators will kick on within minutes. Don’t worry.”

      Kathleen tightened her grip on Allison. Then, with a sudden hum of electrical surge, the industrial lights overhead flickered back on, bathing them all in an off-yellow light. A collective sigh of relief ran through the room. Kathleen blinked hard to clear her vision and saw how a shaved-bald man with a row of tattoos running up his neck was studying Max. Another man at a table kitty-corner to them had gotten close to his wife—girlfriend, maybe—and whispered into her ear.

      “Phew, that’s a relief,” the authoritative guard said. Kathleen briefly glanced at him to see he wore the classic military cut that Matthew’s father tended towards. Her own dark hair, so like Max’s, sat in a braid over her shoulder. She met eyes with Max and knew he was listening intently to the guards near them.

      “We’ve got to get that work order filled. These power outages can’t keep happening. Something is clearly glitching. Come in, is anyone there?”

      "Just go by protocol. They'll get in contact. I'm sure there's some issue they're working out," the guard said and nudged his partner. “Pay attention. Boss-man is speaking.”

      “Okay, people.” The military-inclined guard addressed the room. “This is a lockdown situation until we’ve gotten the all-clear from the higher-ups. No one in or out. I’m sorry you won’t be able to leave for the time being, but it’s protocol to keep everyone safe. Thank you for your understanding.”

      Allison uttered a soft, disbelieving grunt. “Propaganda to keep us safe, they mean. You heard that guy. They don't know anything.”

      “Allison, please.”

      “You said we’d have time to stop and say goodbye to my friends,” Allison shot back hotly, and Kathleen wondered how long she’d been keeping that inside. “You promised.”

      “I can’t control a lockdown,” Kathleen said, exasperated. “I can’t control the power going out.”

      “You still promised,” Allison insisted, and Kathleen sighed as Allison’s glared at her. Seeing Allison’s displeasure made the voice in the back of Kathleen’s head tell her she was a bad mother for forcing her oldest out of everything she’d ever known.

      “They really can’t get in contact with anyone,” Max said, almost to himself. Max reached out and touched Kathleen’s arm, then he moved to clasp her hand tightly, as if they were kids again. The table squeaked. The brush of his jumpsuit made a crinkly sound as he leaned closer to her. “Kathy,” he breathed, “you need to get out of here as fast as you can.” His eyes flickered to the shaved-bald white guy still giving them side-eyes.

      “It’s no big deal,” Kathleen said. “Allison can wait. The power will be back on soon. Don’t worry.”

      His hand tightened in hers. “Kathleen, you’re not listening to me. Both you and Allison need to get out of here.”

      The other prisoners and their visitors shifted around them, voices falling into sharp, tight whispers. The soft rasp of static from the guard's walkie-talkie filled the air. A new kind of fear wrapped around Kathleen’s spine—one she felt when her children were out of sight, the same fear that gripped her when she heard Max had been arrested. She feared for his safety. “You’re being paranoid. Nothing is going to happen.” Even to her own ears, she sounded high-pitched with worry.

      “I know you’ve lost your respect for me,” Max said, his voice still low and on-edge, “but Kathy, trust me when I say this. You know I’ve been here for over a year.”

      “Of course I do,” she snapped, remembering how he’d been remanded without bail during his trial, how over that year she’d watched the bright shine of him become easily spooked and skittish. She tried not to think about what happened to people caught for drugs in prison, had kept her mind clear of all the testimonials about how terrible a place it could be, how prison reform was sorely needed. She laced her fingers through his. The guards were focused enough on trying to communicate through their devices that the touch went unnoticed.

      “Well, then take my advice. Trust me here. As soon as you have the chance, you take Allison and you leave here. Do you understand me?”

      “Max, we just got here. I’m not leaving you yet.”

      “I don’t think you have much choice in that matter,” he said, with a note of finality.
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      Ruth couldn’t hide her smile as she gazed out the window of the hotel at the green-sloped hill covered in trees bracketed by white fluffy clouds up above. Idyllic, she thought with a small sigh of pleasure. Pastoral, even. Beautiful.

      She’d begun to take in moments like these when she could—small slips of suspended time where she could marvel at the beauty in everyday things. It brought a sense of peace to her, something she’d realized had been missing from her life. Ever since David’s heart attack, she’d vowed to invest herself in the moment more—whether it be one-on-one time with her grandson or admiring the hotel that would soon become part of their everyday lives.

      The room was one of the bigger ones in the hotel—more a suite, she’d say—with lush carpet and outdated wallpaper. Bottles of disinfectant and orange zest multi-purpose solution sat on the floor. She wiped away the dust lingering on the windowsills with a rag. The rooms had been boarded up for years, and she thought of them somewhat as time capsules, each one holding a surprise for her and twelve-year-old Patton. The first room had held a music box with gilded edges and a ballerina tottering on her spring post. The second had held a multitude of cicada carcasses, the molts old and fragile as Patton had picked them up with a wide grin and asked if bugs scared her. That child. He had the coloring of his mother, but the mischievous personality of his father. The thought that Matthew had such a close-knit family made her warm with pride.

      “Grandma, check this out!” Patton yelled from the bathroom.

      Ruth uttered a soft laugh. Whenever he called for her in such a fashion, she knew she wouldn’t be finding old antiques. He’d found something gross. “If it’s more dead bugs, I’m not sure I want to!” she called back to him.

      “It’s not, I promise, but you gotta see this.”

      She chuckled and swiped the blinds along the window, gathering the last layer of dust. Motes that escaped her rag floated in the sunlight that shone through the window. Already, the room smelled of citrus and evergreen. She walked across the room to the bathroom and stuck her head inside. “What is it?” she asked, matching Patton’s grin.

      He hunched against the large, jetted bathtub. His hair lay askew, the plain shorts and tee-shirt spotted with dust and dirt. He grinned, dark eyes fixed on her, and said, “Look what I found.”

      Ruth scrunched her nose up in distaste at the dead mouse crumpled in the bathtub. Mouse pellets lay around it, along with ripped-up paper, material scraps, and grass. “Must’ve been making a nest,” she said. “Patton, don’t you dare touch it.”

      “I won’t,” he said. “Do you think a cat got it? The neck angle looks weird!”

      “Might’ve,” she admitted, “which would be good news for us—we might need a barn cat if we’re finding rodents—Patton what did I say, don’t touch it.”

      “Sorry,” Patton said, in a tone that said he distinctly wasn’t. “Just looks cool, don’t you think?”

      “Sure, if you like dead things,” Ruth admitted. “Get a plastic bag and pick it up, but then throw it out immediately. Don’t forget the gloves! Patton, did you hear me?”

      “Yeah, yeah, of course,” Patton said, already diving out of the bathroom to put on the stretchy gloves and gathering a couple of plastic bags.

      “Told you this would be an adventure,” Ruth said as Patton scooped the dead mouse into the bag along with the remains of the nest, “that we weren’t just cleaning.”

      “I wish Allison was here,” Patton said, an evil grin on his face. “She would’ve screamed.”

      “I’m sure she’ll scream just hearing about it,” Ruth said. She reached up to swipe strands of brown and gray hair out of her face that had fallen out of the loose bun on the top of her head. “Take that out to the trash. The outside one, not the kitchen one.”

      Patton nodded and scampered out of the room. Ruth chuckled and walked back into the main bedroom, checking to make sure they had bleach to clean the jetted tub. Ruth imagined what the place would look like given some love. Matthew had already described his vintage-inspired vision, Kathleen had given him a skeptical look as she’d tallied up the cost, David had grumbled about how he was there to build things not decorate, and Ruth took in her family with tears clogging the back of her throat. She never imagined it would take nearly losing David for her to see what was really important, but now she had her eyes wide open. This hotel would be a fresh start for all of them. It gave David purpose in his retirement. It gave her the chance to spend time with her grandchildren. It gave Kathleen and Matthew the dream they'd always wanted.

      Patton scurried back into the room. “All done,” he said proudly.

      “Perfect,” she said, and pointed to the vacuum. “Plug that in and start cleaning.”

      She expected him to complain, but Patton had the easy-going attitude rarely seen these days among the fast-moving wave of a youth obsessed with social media, new phone updates, and tech talk she barely understood. There was definitely something of herself in him. He plugged the machine into the wall, and the loud roar of the vacuum filled the room. Ruth had taught him how to vacuum with precision: ensuring he got every bit of dirt, crossing over the carpet in multiple ways, and making the old padded-down carpet tuft back up.

      The vacuum's roar suddenly stopped while Patton was mid-push. Both of them looked to the outlet to see if the plug had fallen out, but it was still securely in place. Patton frowned and tried to turn the vacuum off and on again, but nothing happened. Ruth flipped the light switch with no result. Then came a sputtering whir as the vacuum suddenly roared to life. Light flooded the carved glass lights above, shining an old gold tone down on them.

      “We must have lost power,” Ruth said, looking up at the flickering bulbs. “The generator must have started up.”

      “Hopefully the power comes back on soon.” Patton began to vacuum again, but on his second push, the vacuum stuttered silent again. “Ugh, the generator must’ve gone out now,” he said. “It’s not starting.”

      Ruth sighed. Like most things at the hotel, the generator was on its last legs. Matthew had ordered a new one, along with other equipment that was being shipped from out of state to bring the hotel up to code and into the modern age. It wasn’t a surprise that when they lost power, the generator had died. Just an inconvenience.

      “I guess you can help me in the bathroom,” she said and together, they began the process of getting rid of any remaining signs of vermin. After a while, she looked around at the newly cleaned room. It seemed to shine—as it should! Her arms ached from scrubbing, but she had the warm pride in her belly of a job well done.

      “Ready for the next one?” Patton asked.

      Ruth nodded. “Yes.” She flipped the bathroom light switch to
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