
[image: image]



[image: ]





EPIGRAPH

I object to violence because when it appears to do good,

    the good is only temporary; the evil it does is permanent.

—Mahatma Gandhi

The attempt and not the deed confounds us.

—William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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0.

BOOM.

It’s a bus.

BOOM.

It’s a New York City sidewalk. Brilliant fists of light punch and punch and keep punching. They grind me into the concrete like I am sirloin beneath a chef’s hammer. My jaw is throbbing, the bone displaced. My blood pools in the perfect shape of a kidney bean. I am seven hundred miles from home.

BOOM.

It’s a color that’s not color at all; a color there’s not a word for. Red? No, that’s not right. Orange-yellow-red-blue. A near-rainbow. The shade of burning metal. The toxic stench of accelerant.

BOOM.

It’s ash-black, hell-black wisps heading up, up, up into the sun. Aluminum confetti framed against the patina belfry of New Wesley Church. Raining metal. Raining body parts. A severed leg lands; a purple shoestring slaps my nose. The rest of that person (who is no longer a person; who is a torso wearing a once-red now-singed American Eagle tank top) lands on Chandler’s back. Chan gasps, the breath beaten out of him. He is alive. I watch his chest rise and fall, rise and fall, to be certain.

BOOM.

It’s the almost-car-crash smell. Friction. Heated rubber. Traffic grinding to a halt. There are screaming bystanders I can’t hear because the nerves in my ear are damaged. The thin membranes ripped and bleeding. Phones upload initial videos. #busexplosion. The first dulled wail of a siren. Blue. White. Blue. White. “Kid! Kid! Are you all right?”

BOOM.

It’s Rudy on the ground. The laughter on his pink lips replaced with blood. Trickling like crimson paint spilled on the wall of his cheek. Trickling. Down his chin. Onto his neck. Into the collar of his shirt. Twelve hours ago, he smelled of lemons and cheap IPA. His mouth is open, closed, open again. He’s screaming. My ears hear the void, the suction. They hear fear.

BOOM.

It’s four survivors. I think I am one of them.





1. MEASURE TWICE, CUT ONCE.

$0

The first secret Chan kept from me was our eleventh birthday party.

We were paired, even back then. Our birthdays fell days apart, and all three parents were pleased with one Happy Birthday, Golden and Chandler cake, one gathering, one table of gifts. I assumed we’d dodged the pizza-and-ice-cream-for-twenty bullet when the two dates arrived and passed with zero fanfare, but no. The following Saturday came, and with it, adults ducked frantically behind too-small recliners and overstuffed couches, and kids yelled “Surprise!” in the pale afternoon light of Gran’s living room. I soldiered through merrily enough, until Chan let slip our surprise party didn’t surprise him. His dad warned him the day before so Chan could plan an appropriate attitude. His father’s words were altogether fair; Chan was absolute shit at handling surprises. As I was not absolute shit at handling surprises, I was not told. Chan reasoned the secret was for my own good, to which I said (and rather indignantly), “Chan, it’s supposed to be us against the world.”

“Are you serious about that?”

“As a heart attack,” I said. (That phrase felt like a ten-pointer at the time.)

Chan tucked his fingers into his armpits and stretched the University of Kentucky basketball jersey to bursting. Back before his growth spurt, he was the boy who slammed home runs in PE, and none of the girls wanted to sit with him at lunch. He released his right hand from his armpit and spit in his palm. The lines and creases filled with blue cakey spittle. “Chandler and Golden versus the world?”

Our saliva mixed. “Chandler and Golden versus the world,” I repeated.

The promise was legit. Six years later, Chan and I were still running hard, side by side. He was significantly more fetching than he’d been at eleven and still allergic to sudden changes. I was me. That is to say, a relatively resilient soul who worked well with the Chans of the world. (I hadn’t grown much prettier though, so the exchange rate was fairly even.)

He was nursing another secret tonight, sipping it slow, making me watch.

He wasn’t exactly gloating—he wasn’t the type—but he was intensely pleased with whatever trap he planned to spring. I spotted this thing, whatever it was, the moment we got home from school. Chan didn’t usually commandeer our kitchen. Chan didn’t usually invite the Hive, the entire Hive, to dinner at my place. The expense alone was cringeworthy. And Chan didn’t usually plan celebrations when there was nothing to celebrate. For ten months we’d been devoid of events that required crystal goblets and place settings for twenty-seven, and then out of the blue, wham, “I’m throwing a party and you have to be there.”

I really should have changed out of my ripped jeans.

Then again, Chan wore festive pot holders he’d sewn himself, printed with bright yellow rubber ducks. There was flour on his cheek and a handsome amount of steam on his glasses from opening the oven door. The hat he always wore when he wasn’t at school, a rock-star cowboy job, was on the counter. “Chan, you look forty,” I said, even though he didn’t. He looked happy—and not the manufactured expression he donned to keep people from asking him what was wrong either. I prodded him with a spatula. “Don’tcha want to tell me what all this fuss is about?”

“What fuss?”

“All this.” I waved at the entirety of the kitchen.

“Can’t a guy do something nice for his girlfriend?”

“Uh, no,” I said, dutifully frowning.

“Too bad. You’ll just have to wait,” he said, and then tickled me until I curled like a Cheeto on the kitchen hardwood.

Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I side-eyed his playfulness, tried to examine what this happy streak might mean. Chan was not a tickler. He was a “measure twice, cut once” woodworker, the sort of person who said “Teamwork makes the dream work” with a straight face. He even used microfiche at the library for pleasure. Back before we went to New York, he memorized the entire subway system. “In case our phones die,” he had said. Because he is him, I thought, knowing subway maps would be posted on the walls. I’d even gotten on the plane without my cell phone cord, which wasn’t a problem, because he’d packed a spare.

“Golden,” Mom said, “be kind to this boy. Your father has trouble boiling water.”

I’d forgotten she was here, even though she was standing in the kitchen, stirring the gravy.

“Yeah, be kind to the boy making Hipponite delight,” Chan chided.

Mom groaned. “I wish you wouldn’t use that term.”

“Right?” I echoed Mom’s disgust. “He says Hipponite and I check the pantry for Kool-Aid and cyanide.”

“Hive Delight doesn’t have a pleasing rhythm,” he said.

Chan claimed Hipponite was a tidy expression for us on-Hive folks, as we were a bit of hippie idealism without the rock music and drugs, and a bob of Mennonite without the horses and religion. I’d explained repeatedly that his description didn’t make sense. If you casually said commune, you would be correct, even though Gran preferred the term social experiment. We were the pound, if the pound were for stray people instead of dogs. Except we didn’t put anyone down if no one came to claim them.

At any given time, we had twenty to forty regulars living on-property. Everyone worked. Everyone shared. And because of this, everyone had enough, when in other scenarios, they hadn’t. Folks around Braxton Springs, Kentucky, found our living arrangement intriguing or they thought we were nuts. Say what you will, the Hive was a helluva place to live. Among our current motley crew, we had two midwives, three homesteaders, and a family I’d swear on a stack of Bibles was in witness protection. The kitchen where we stood was once the fellowship hall of a Methodist chapel built in 1923. If you held normalcy in one hand and character in the other, I could promise you which one filled up faster.

Chan washed his hands at the island, reached across the counter to where I was messing with my camera, and tugged on a ringlet of my hair. The blond strands rebounded with the vigor of an overfilled basketball. “Did you know,” Chan said, “it takes three hundred and fifty ears of wheat to make a loaf of bread?”

“Did you know you’re a weirdo?”

“But I’m your weirdo, right?”

I pulled my toes under my knees and straightened my spine, exhaled for show. It should have been easy to tell him yes. Or . . . for him to avoid asking the question. But he’d been seeking my constant reassurance since June, and I was tempted to tell him he was eight gallons of crazy in a five-gallon bucket for not trusting me. Steering a conversation was like steering a horse. Words, the bit. Our inflection, the reins. The mood turned whenever we gave the leathers a hard yank to the left.

I gave the conversation a significant tug. “You know the answer to that, Chan.”

Chan stuck his head in the oven and peeled back the aluminum foil from the roast, basting the kitchen in smells of onions and salted meat. “Fifteen more minutes,” he said, his voice husky and frustrated. He slammed the oven door a little too hard, plopped on the stool, and crossed his long legs at the ankles. Everything on him looked crossed. He’d developed a habit of lacing his arms like a pretzel when he was stressed, and he was doing that now.

I walked over, kissed his knuckles firmly, and said, “Thank you for fixing me dinner.”

Chan untangled his arms and returned to his rolling pin and dough.

This meal would be perfect. Chan had seen to that with his meticulous grocery lists and charts of what must come out of the oven at 6:05 and reenter by 6:07 with a brushing of butter. But I longed to retreat to my room and let the party go on without me. Accelerant Orange, an online video series about the bombing of Bus #21, was dropping a new episode at eight. The show host had hinted at a big announcement for tonight, but . . . I couldn’t exactly excuse myself from a party at my house with my family and friends that my boyfriend was throwing. So we followed Chan’s extensive charts. Mom dimmed the lights to a romantic setting. Dad filled plastic goblets with sparkling grape. I lit tea candles in the old church windowsills, bathing the room in shadows that made missing the episode slightly more palatable. As the Hive arrived, everyone chatted loosely like they’d had wine. We ate off chargers and real china. Freshly polished silver. Holiday treatment on a Monday evening in April. It was quite lovely, this thing Chan had planned.

Eight o’clock came and went.

When only cake crumbs dressed the plates, Chandler scooted his chair away from the table. The claw feet screeched against the hardwood and the Hive turned in our direction. People giggled nervously when Chan crashed into the low-hanging lamp with his forehead and displaced his glasses. Mom gave him a discreet thumbs-up—which he couldn’t see at the time with his 20/600 vision, but I did. He righted the frames and clinked his fork against my water glass. The room responded with silence.

“Everyone.” I inched my fingers closer to Chan’s on the table, knowing that would steady him. “Go and I were lucky last June.”

My eyes rocketed to Chan’s, startled. My inside thoughts making their way outside. He gave me a half wink. A very casual It’s okay, I promise.

One of the smaller kids whispered loudly, “What happened in June?” and another slightly older child said, “You know,” and mimicked an explosion.

Chan pumped my arm. “It has been ten months—”

“Right,” I said, sending him strength.

“And . . . I really don’t want to talk about it or think about it ever again. I want to focus all my energy on a new plan. Start the process of moving on.” He clasped his sweat-drenched hands around mine. “That means making you a promise, Go.”

Chan and I had made plenty of promises to each other over the years. Not to cheat. Not to lie. Not to watch episodes of Supergirl without each other. None of those required four-course meals.

“Around here”—Chan’s eyes swept to Gran and then drifted to a stained glass window where an old Methodist cross was still mounted—“when a promise is especially important we make it official. Gran?”

I bit through the nail on my index finger so loudly my teeth clicked together. I usually liked Hive rituals. Promises made here were harder to break, and there was something special invoked by formality and history. But creeds were markedly better when they didn’t involve Chan or me.

Gran hunched when she stood, her paisley button-up shirt exposing fine wrinkles around her collarbone. She was still so regal, so glorious, with her watery blue eyes and silky white hair pulled into a loose bun. One hand raised to the ceiling, she spoke with complete authority. “A community like ours would never last without public accountability and trust. Early on, we established ceremonial rhetoric for big life events: moving on or off Hive, weddings, funerals, business decisions, etcetera. We did this to honor and respect each person who abides here. By invoking Hive language, Chandler, you’re making a promise before your family and friends. Are you certain you are ready to give your word?”

Chan straightened his back. “I am.”

There were more required words for Chan to repeat. For the community too. As the formality finished, Chan removed a blue felt box from his pocket and lifted the lid. The ring inside was an antique or a copy of an antique. Two yellow-gold interlinking hearts studded with a speck diamond. Probably a quarter of a quarter of a carat.

“What do you say, Go?” he asked shyly. “Someday, would you want to make a good thing a sure thing?”

My cousin had asked his girlfriend to marry him in a very similar fashion two years ago, but they were in their twenties and had real jobs. This wasn’t an engagement—there was a different creed for that—but it was certainly a preengagement-shaped thing, and Chan, asking right now—before we graduated or voted—felt way off in left field. Totally flattering in a my boyfriend really loves me way, but also quite strange.

“I . . .”

There was our age. There was the shift in our chemistry since last June. And there was the fact that three days ago, I’d been worried he was ending things between us.

“I . . .”

I had very little time to screw my face into something resembling a smile. Stalling, I said, “Uh, well . . . you really are forty tonight.” And then I swatted him with my napkin to buy myself a private thought. The napkin batting made everyone chuckle and one of the kids chanted, “Chan and Golden sitting in a tree,” and my mother said something to the effect of, “Who here had their forever sweetheart locked in by eighteen? Let’s see a show of hands.” She was proud, luminescent as the bug zapper on the back porch. Dad, who rarely spoke unless it was to yell at the television during a University of Kentucky basketball game or to read poetry to his cows (not a joke), raised my camera, a used Canon, and snapped a picture of Chan lifting the box to my hand. That could have been at Mom’s instruction, but maybe not—the guy read Wendell Berry to his bull.

Only Gran looked twitchy and unimpressed.

I leaned close to Chan’s ear, planted a kiss against his lips, and said, so only he could hear, “I wish you’d told me,” and he said, so only I could hear, “I tried three days ago.” This close, his anxiety beat against me like a hammer. He reached back in time and found a phrase. “Chan and Golden versus the world?”

I nodded. I owed him that and much more.

The world, it turned out, was a fairly large opponent.





2. IN A PERFECT UNIVERSE

$0

After the dishes were washed and the silver was polished and returned to the sideboard, I walked Chan home. The night air was a towel taken out of the dryer too soon. Warm and damp. We were quiet, neither of us broaching the blazing-hot topic of the evening. I was soaking in thoughts and pruny from the effort. We were nearly to his door, and I came right out with my question. “Why in the world would you do that?”

“Because I love you.”

“And?”

“No and.”

Despite being one great big bounding teenaged love story with all the bells and whistles and firsts, loving me wasn’t the only reason he’d asked. I was certain. Sometimes a voice was like a deep, deep cave. Most parts, you’ve explored and mapped, but there are always uncharted sections. I knew what Chan sounded like when he was excited, happy, angry, hurt, worried, delighted; he was none of those now. He was something else entirely, and I had no idea what.

He laughed uneasily, the whole thing so very backward that I felt outside of myself. “I guess you’re stuck with me now, Golden Jennings,” he said, fiddling with a button.

“Guess so.”

And we stared at each other oddly, and he went inside and I walked home. No kiss. No conversation. No text to say, Sorry that was strange as hell. We didn’t even exchange our nightly I love yous. I certainly didn’t think we’d stopped loving each other, but understanding each other . . . that appeared to be a problem.

At home, I placed my sparkling new ring in the bathroom soap dish and collapsed resentfully at my desk. I was so out of it I didn’t hear Gran climbing the steps. She leaned halfway into my room. “Are we watching or do you need a break after that meal?”

She avoided the word engagement. I was grateful she let the whole thing breathe and waved her inside. Gran shut the door and I opened tonight’s episode of Accelerant Orange. Sitting shoulder to shoulder with her, connected by a shared pair of earbuds, I felt better than I had all evening. Mom thinks we’re watching Miyazaki films, because sometimes we do, but really we’re obsessed with this inexplicable event in my life that is so bizarre, we, along with millions of other followers, can view its footage from any Wi-Fi connection in the world. Actors must feel similarly when they watch a movie they’ve starred in. Viewing the experience on the same thirteen-inch screen where I watched Netflix and cat videos built mental distance, but it also presented the delusion that Bus #21 wasn’t about my life. But it was. It really, really was.

I hovered over the Play button. “You ready?”

“Are you?”

“What do you think the announcement is?”

She twirled a diamond stud in her ear, which made me think of the diamond ring in my soap dish. “You never know with Carter.”

Carter Stockton was one of those men with an Evinrude boat and a John Deere Gator in his garage. He had a Southern accent that pleased instead of grated, and a mouth buried under a mustache built for two. Gran thought he looked like a young Lionel Richie, and when I googled the singer, I saw what she meant.

I pressed Play. The opening screen read: Accelerant Orange is one New York City medic’s attempt to craft the remnants of Charter Bus #21 into a life-size art installment.

This was episode 45. The title flashed: “Opening Day.”

I clutched the center of my T-shirt. Beside me, Gran gripped the laminate edge of the desk. “He’s done. He’s finished it,” she said.

The camera zoomed in on a street sign outside the Green-Conwell Hotel and then back to Carter. “Hey, y’all,” he said. “For you out-of-towners, or those who missed episode two, I’m standing in front of the Green-Conwell Hotel with a big announcement. Before I get to that, thank you, folks, for following this difficult journey.” Carter took a sip from his Venti cup and sighed in a way that made the world sigh along. “In a perfect universe, you wouldn’t know me and this series wouldn’t have a half-million followers, but here we are. Doing our best to honor the families of Charter Bus Number Twenty-one.”

Gran squeezed my hand. I squeezed right back. There was always a lot of hand squeezing that went on during these things. Plus, she had a little crush on Carter, and I can’t say I blamed her.

“People ask why I’ve spent so much time and money working on this project. I gotta tell you, I didn’t know myself at first. I saw rubble and ruin licking my streets last June and thought, Carter, somebody needs to do something. And you know how it is. Something became Accelerant Orange, and somebody became me. Every now and then stories climb inside you and start telling themselves.”

Someone bumped into Carter and the image jarred. There was no “Sorry, sir.” New York bustled by on her way somewhere else. The camera caught the shuffle of air and an Alabama medic smoothing his mustache.

“I hope you’ve enjoyed my interviews with the families. It’s been a while since I showed you progress on the bus itself, and I’m hoping that means people will attend opening day. Which brings me to my big announcement. The mayor of New York and the manager of the Green-Conwell have asked me to move the installment.” Carter panned down the street. “To here.”

I was transported in an instant.

I am on my back. The city rises around me. The sky is warm gray haze. The sun is the color of buttercream icing. I try to place where I am. Buildings: 1920s architecture. Art deco arches with polished ivory pastiche. The Green-Conwell. Thousands of interlaced clay bricks forming dulled red walls. The muted patina trim racing along its elegant rooflines. New Wesley Church. Bicycles bumping and thumping over metal plates in the street. The closest street cart: falafel platter, half chicken, half lamb over rice, for $7.99. Starbucks coffee sleeves, trash bags piled in heaps, pedestrians crossing streets before the sign changes. Dogs on leashes.

Everything pauses like a movie. Everything except the blood.

I am not at home. I am in New York City. There was an explosion.

Gran twisted a lock of my hair around her finger and I leaped back to the present, where Carter was still speaking through my computer. “We’re gonna block off the street and sell tickets. You’ll be able to walk through the bus and see what each family has donated to remember these precious kids. All the ticket sales will benefit them.

“Speaking of money. From your emails, I’m aware many of you can’t make the opening in person and you’re champing to do something good. As you know, there are four survivors of Bus Twenty-one. They’re teenagers who should be thinking about what movie to see on Friday night instead of how to recover from an explosion. I got to know one of them through this process, and he’s a remarkable young man. In fact, this display wouldn’t be possible without his help.”

“Not Chan,” Gran said.

Not Chan. The survivor helping Carter would need the spine of a sea urchin or a hedgehog. When it came to Bus #21, Chan had the exoskeleton of a cicada, crunchy and firm, and easily pulverized. “Must be Rudy.”

Carter kept talking. “This community can do something special for him, for all four of them. I asked myself, what did I need at that age? The answer was simple. Money for college. So, I’m starting a donation fund between now and the opening—the web address is on your screen—and I’ll make sure every dollar is split evenly among all four survivors. I believe the people who are watching Accelerant Orange can invest in these young people and remind them we believe their future is more powerful than their past.”

I paused the show. My emotions usually hung from shipshape shelves like a freshly stocked vending machine, and now, they were . . . not shipshape. In fact, they bore the disheveled look of a thing that would never be shipshape again. Like a dump. Or preschoolers working forty puzzles on a brightly carpeted rug.

Gran and I faced each other. Her eyes were soupy with tears. “People are going to give,” she said.

“No,” I said. Accelerant Orange was like rubbernecking an accident on the highway; everyone turned to see, hardly anyone cared enough to pull over and help.

“I’ll start.” Gran seized control of my keyboard, opened a separate screen, and typed the address Carter listed. She put one hundred dollars into the account—the account that had already climbed to four thousand dollars in seconds—while I watched. I usually got twenty dollars in cash for my birthday. But a hundred dollars? That was steep love.

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“I did.” She clicked back to the show.

Carter was wrapping up his spiel. “I’m humbly asking you to join me on this Sunday afternoon, April fifteenth, in front of the Green-Conwell to see Accelerant Orange in person.”

This Sunday.

Bus #21. Back on the street.

“I’m gonna close the way I always do, with one addition. To the four survivors, I’m here. If you want to talk or you need to discuss this project or you’d like to be involved, email me at busmedic421@wipturn.net. I’d love for you to be here to receive the college fund in person. If you can’t, we here at Accelerant Orange love you and believe in you. Thanks, y’all, and I hope to see everyone this Sunday.”

Cut to black.





3. LEAVE THE FAFSA UNMAILED.

$4,128.00

Gran wiped her earbud clean with the inside of her shirt. “Do you want to go?” she asked.

“To college, or to the opening?”

“Yes and yes.”

“I don’t know.” I did know about college—yes—but the opening? She might as well have asked me if I’d considered living on Mars.

There were noises in the hallway. Gran lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Think about your real answer. I’ll talk to your wardens.” She giggled at calling my parents wardens, and I did too. They weren’t strict, per se, but they’d grown particular about me adventuring too far from the nest.

Mom knocked, and before I said “Come in,” she poked her head through the door wearing that same light, breezy happiness she’d had since dinner. “You two have fun watching TV?” she asked, to which Gran said, “I believe that was my favorite so far.”

Slowly, Gran uncoiled the Tums roll she carried in her pants pocket, popped a chalky tablet into her mouth, and added, “Something at dinner gave me indigestion.” She disappeared into the hallway, and I steadied my face into an expression that wouldn’t make Mom think we were up to something. But Gran was always scheming. She’d started a commune, for God’s sake. And now she wanted me to consider college or New York, and I . . . I wanted my mother to leave so my brain could be alone.

She was after a second viewing of Chan’s ring.

“In the bathroom,” I told her.

She disappeared, and the faucet ran—a dull white noise followed by a spritzing sound. Comet. She was cleaning scum from the soap dish. “You’ll have to be careful with the gold,” she yelled.

“Gold doesn’t tarnish,” I yelled back.

“Won’t tarnish, but it dulls.”

I drummed my fingers on the desk. “Noted.”

Mom was supposed to be sitting on the edge of my bed saying things like “Now, baby, are you sure about this thing with Chan?” Or “Don’t make Kentucky or the Hive a stereotype.” Or “You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. No rushing.” Instead, she returned to my room moony, twirling her own wedding ring around her finger.

“He picked something classy.”

I leaned toward my computer, hoping I looked uninterested. “Yep.”

“A promise isn’t a marriage.”

“No, it’s not.”

“But I . . .” She tsked. She was the queen of tsks.

“What, Mom?”

“I can’t help but think stability would be good for you. After everything that’s happened.”

“Stability like early marriage?”

“Your father and I got married when we were your age. Gran and Granddad too. It’s not that strange for you to be thinking long-term when you’re surrounded by people who have done it successfully.”

“So you’re for this? Balls to the wall; go get married.”

“That’s not what I said, honey.”

“What did you say?” I was aware I had acquired a slight growl, and given the circumstances, it didn’t seem disrespectful.

“Don’t put words in my mouth,” she said. “I was simply stating that your relationship with Chan has always been solid, and I want solid things for your life. That doesn’t have to be marriage, early or late, with Chan or without, but never underestimate a good man to love and a great place to live.” There were no windows in my room, no way to point to a specific location, but she gestured widely with her arms, and I understood she meant the Hive.

She wanted to keep me here. No big surprise. Kids raised in the Hive often stayed in the Hive. They learned a trade or an art form and they invested in the neighborly family who had invested in them. There were no repercussions for those who didn’t follow suit; we weren’t a dangerous, insidious cult or anything, but there was pressure to leave the FAFSA unmailed, on the kitchen table, for a very long time.

“What about a career? College?”

“You could commute. Take online classes? I think we could help you swing the cost of PCC, maybe. Your art is already very good, honey. You could open a shop and sell prints like gangbusters.”

Did people still sell things like gangbusters? I didn’t think so, and certainly not from a commune in the middle of nowhere, Kentucky. I jumped right to the heart of the matter. “Maybe the world’s not so bad out there, Mom.”

“Oh, sweetie.” She gave a soft, haughty laugh and flattened the wide cuff of her capri pants until it rested against her calf. “You of all people know how bad it can be.”

I chose not to answer, and she chose to smooth my comforter, which was already military straight. After which, she moved on to my headboard, searching for something to do that would keep her wisdom and influence in my domain for another few moments. Atop the right wooden post was a stack of red beanies. She wove her fingers into the loose fabric of the topmost beanie as if testing its moral fiber. “What you guys have, what you nearly lost”—she suppressed a sigh that always came when a reference to New York was made—“what we all nearly lost . . . is it wrong for me to want you to spend the rest of your life feeling safe and loved?”

As had always been true, agreeing with my mother was the only way to get rid of her. “You’re right, Mom. Now, I really need to finish this paper.” I angled my computer screen toward the opposite wall and nodded toward the door, since she seemed to have grown roots.

“Don’t stay up too late,” she said.

I was finally alone. Not totally alone. Gran’s voice was still there. Do you want to go? Do you want to go? Do you want to go? What if I did?

I opened an email window. Forty-four times Carter Stockton had invited me to reach out, and forty-four times I’d ignored him.

Dear Mr. Stockton,

My name is Golden Jennings and I survived Bus #21. I’ve been following Accelerant Orange, and I’d like to talk.





CAROLINE

I was eating takeout from Taco Bell when bombs surfaced in their conversation the first time. Someone, maybe Johnny, maybe Dozer, had seen fifteen minutes of The Hurt Locker on TNT and wouldn’t shut up about it. There was some discussion of whether you had to be batshit or just not give a damn if you worked with bombs. I took another bite of a chicken quesadilla that needed more sauce and wished my homework would finish itself.

Simon said, “Bombs are unpredictable.”

And because I was testing my boundaries or nauseously tired I said, “Bombs are pure science.”

Pure science is the wrong phrase to describe what I meant, but that’s what I said, so I can’t change it now. I meant bombs are systemic. Reliable. At least, that’s what my chemistry teacher drilled into our brains during a section on chemical reactions. Therefore, one could be perfectly sane, care about the dignity of life, and be a bomb maker. The army employed bros like that all the time.

“Normal people make bombs. Crazy people set them off,” I told the guys.

Simon paused the game and looked away from the screen. “Okay, little Miss Pure Science, tell us how to make a bomb.”

“Potassium and sugar.”

“That’s a heavy-ass redneck bomb. What if it needs to be portable?”

“Google homemade C-Four and start from there.”

“Really?”

“No, asshole. I’m pretty sure you have to buy C-Four, and the government doesn’t take too kindly to purchasers.”

I shouldn’t have called Simon an asshole. Not then. Not ever. Such brazen behavior led to “corrections” makeup couldn’t easily cover. As such, I didn’t ask why three dude-bros wanted portable bombs. I pretended I was bored with the conversation and buried my nose in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Surprisingly enough, they went back to their game and Doritos.

They crunched chips. Between the pages, I crunched ideas for ridding my life of Simon and came up empty. He had me over a never-ending barrel. Kids like us were mostly left among the housekeepers to raise ourselves, but two weeks ago, our fathers—the Westwoods and Ascotts go back three generations—informed us we would be attending the University of Rochester together and we would be sharing a house.

“It’s an investment,” his father said of the half-million-dollar property we were to consider a dorm.

My father had chuckled and said, “It’s a tax break.” How very convenient.

There’s a disconnect that happens when you know your parents love money and wine more than they love you. It keeps you from saying, “Daddy, I’d rather not live with a psychopath.”

Simon and the boys ate another bag of Doritos and chased it with pints of ice cream. I read the same page of my book over and over. Eventually, Dozer ran to the Hornell GameStop for some update and Johnny left to score from his brother. The second their footfalls disappeared down the steps, the atmosphere in the boathouse attic shifted. A chill tiptoed along my arms and crawled all the way to my ear canals. The game paused, some Fallout character lunged mid-screen, and I knew what would happen when I turned my head.

Simon stood statue-like at my side, waiting on me to give him attention. There was a foot-long PVC plumbing pipe in his hand.

When I think of Simon, I think of hard edges and razor corners, but he was very visually soft. He had a round Angus Macfadyen face and a stomach that bulged between the buttons when he sat. Oddly enough, he’d collected me with those unassuming looks—the guy you swore couldn’t be controlling because he wasn’t beautiful and shiny. I was in too deep by the time I realized he’d charmed my parents and memorized all our security codes. Sometimes he would touch my hair or stroke my wrist or say he loved me, and then the threats would come. Not coldly, not cruelly, never like a villain. Just statements. “You betray me, and I can be in and out of here before your last shit begins to smell.” I nearly told my mom, but she launched into a soliloquy of why the Westwoods were vital to Ascotts in the wine world and how she grew up dirt-poor and couldn’t ever go back, so I never did.

He dug his fingernails into the skin around my elbow. His breath cannoned into his cheek, each word precise and laced with delight. “Hey, Pure Science.”

“Yes.”

I braced for a blow.

“I bet you can’t make a bomb.”

“There’s a big difference between can’t and won’t,” I said.

“Didn’t your mom ever tell you can’t and won’t never did anything?”





4. THE UPPER ORGAN PIPE CHAMBER

$12,345.30

When we moved into the chapel there was a mounted plaque beside what would become my bedroom door: Upper Organ Pipe Chamber. I decided to leave the wall of exposed pipes jutting through the floor—the Swell Division is the formal name—and I mounted the finicky brass plate to the door. With a renovation like ours—the slow, one-room-as-we-can-afford-it kind—I could have picked a boring square Sunday school room with more space, but here, I was surrounded by a deluge of old music and tradition. The organ could not be “played” anymore, but the honk that emitted was an all-encompassing, out-of-tune blast of air that dusted my room with the grit of God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. Dad occasionally struck the keys to be funny when Chan and I were alone in my room.

Living with Bus #21 was like rooming inside the Upper Organ Pipe Chamber.

Most of the time the brute stayed dormant, but you never knew when it would sound off and scare the bejesus out of you.

The time ticked from 4:00 to 4:01.

Were Rudy Guthrie or Caroline Ascott awake at that very minute? I prayed for the families of the other victims, questioning if grief moved among them like the creeping minute hand of a clock. 4:01 to 4:02. Was a mother in New Jersey lying on pink-and-purple-striped sheets, squeezing a Pillow Pet named Zippity Zebra, wishing she could bring herself to wash her daughter’s smell from the tear-soaked stuffed animal? 4:02 to 4:03. Did some father in New York trace the angles of a dry-cleaned suit, recalling that the last time he wore his black-and-gray tie was to his son’s funeral? 4:04. Down the lane, was Chandler Clayton lying stock-still, interrogating God?

Did they know about Accelerant Orange?

Did they know $12,345.30 was in Carter Stockton’s college fund?

Did they think about me thinking about them?

4:05 a.m.

I got up.

In ten minutes, I worked all the necessary maintenance to myself and crossed our yard to Gran’s. She wouldn’t be awake yet, but she wouldn’t mind if I accidentally woke her. After Granddad died, she put a twin bed on the sunporch, which meant I could visit her previous bedroom with minimal footfall. The house was familiarly warm and smelled of Bengay, cedar, and an orange-scented cleaning product. In every room there was a clock that ticked and a piece of art that had started its life as an ox yoke or a horseshoe or a watering can. Useful things on their second run of usefulness. I couldn’t stomach the clutter in such a small house, but I also couldn’t imagine her place any other way.

The space to the right of Gran’s closet was covered wall-to-wall in photos. The run-of-the-mill wedding, baby, life montage hung in the living room, but this wall was my grandparents’ semisecret stash. Them pretending to be Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire. There are dozens of famous couplings. Bonnie and Clyde. Scarlett and Rhett. Ilsa and Rick from Casablanca. (A classic I’ve seen rather than pretended I’ve seen, like people sometimes do.) Gran sewed the costumes and, believe it or not, Granddad did their makeup. The photos traveled through time. The crow’s-feet grew long and deep.

The last photo wasn’t framed. The snapshot got shoved into the edge of the dresser mirror. The edges were dented and dinged, as if Gran held it frequently.

Their relationship was written in grainy black-and-white squares with cheap, dusty frames. I’d fallen in love with falling in love in this room. Gran said their obsession started when the family camera—that’s what she called the No. 3 Autographic Kodak, because families didn’t own multiple cameras—was damaged in 1968. All the prints contained a strange ghostly shape in the corner. Granddad didn’t have the money to replace or repair the camera, so he consoled his young bride with promises to make art instead of memories. They’d made both.

This enigmatic display became who they were and how they spent their spare time. Now, many years later, beside every photo of Gran and Granddad, there was another photo taped to the frame. Those were the images I’d wanted to see this morning. They were of Chan and me. We’d replicated each of their replications. All with the family No. 3 Kodak.

Well, all but one.

The picture Gran and Granddad made in New York at Ellis Island.

The picture Chan and
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