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1 TINKS

YOUR MOTHER HOLLERS THAT you’re going to miss the bus.

She can see it coming down the street. You don’t stop and hug her and tell her you love her. You don’t thank her for being a good, kind, patient mother. Of course not – you hurdle down the stairs and make a run for the corner.

Only, if it’s the last time you’ll ever see your mother, you sort of start to wish you’d stopped and did those things. Maybe even missed the bus.

But the bus was barreling down our street so I ran.

 

As I raced down the driveway I heard my mom yell for my brother, Alex. His bus was coming down Mitchell Road, right behind mine. His bus came at 7:09 on the dot. Mine was supposed to come at 6:57 but was almost always late, as if the driver agreed it wasn’t fair to pick me up before 7:00.

Alex ran out behind me and our feet pounded the sidewalk in a dual sneaker-slap rhythm.

‘Don’t forget,’ he called. ‘We’re going to the Salvation Army after school.’

‘Yeah, sure,’ I said.

My bus driver laid on the horn.

Sometimes we went over to rummage for old electronics after school. I used to drive him before the gas shortage. But now we took our bikes.

I used to drive him to school, too. But since the shortage everyone in our school, everyone, even the seniors, took the bus. It was the law, actually.

I vaulted up the bus steps.

Behind me I heard Mrs Wooly, who has been driving the elementary–middle school bus since forever, thank Alex sarcastically for gracing them with his presence.

Mrs Wooly, she was an institution in our town. A grizzled, wiry-haired, ashtray-scented, tough-talking institution. Notorious and totally devoted to bus driving, which you can’t say about everyone.

On the other hand, the driver of my bus, the high school bus, was morbidly obese and entirely forgettable. Mr Reed. The only thing he was known for was that he drank his morning coffee out of an old jam jar.

Even though it was early in the route, Jake Simonsen, football hero and all-around champion of the popular, was already holding court in the back. Jake had moved to our school from Texas a year ago. He was a real big shot back in Texas, where football is king, and upon transfer to our school had retained and perhaps even increased his stature.

‘I’m telling y’all – concessions!’ Jake said. ‘At my old high school a bunch of girls sold soda and cookies and these baked potatoes they used to cook on a grill. Every game. They made, like, a million dollars.’

‘A million dollars?’ Astrid asked.

Astrid Heyman, champion diver on the swim team, scornful goddess, girl of my dreams.

‘Even if I could make a million dollars, I wouldn’t give up playing my own sport to be a booster for the football team,’ she said.

Jake flashed her one of his golden smiles.

‘Not a booster, baby, an entrepreneur!’

Astrid punched Jake on the arm.

‘Ow!’ he complained, grinning. ‘God, you’re strong. You should box.’

‘I have four younger brothers,’ she answered. ‘I do.’

I hunkered down in my seat and tried to get my breath back. The backs of the forest green pleather seats were tall enough that if you slouched, you could sort of disappear for a moment.

I ducked down. I was hoping no one would comment on my sprint to catch the bus. Astrid hadn’t noticed me get on the bus at all, which was both good and bad.

Behind me, Josie Miller and Trish Greenstein were going over plans for some kind of animal rights demonstration. They were kind of hippie-activists. I wouldn’t really know them at all, except once in sixth grade I’d volunteered to go door to door with them campaigning for Cory Booker. We’d had a pretty fun time, actually, but now we didn’t even say hi to each other.

I don’t know why. High school seemed to do that to people.

The only person who acknowledged my arrival at all was Niko Mills. He leaned over and pointed to my shoe, like, ‘I’m too cool to talk’ – he just points. And I looked down, and of course, it was untied. I tied it. Said thanks. But then I immediately put in my headphones and focused on my minitab. I didn’t have anything to say to Niko, and judging from his pointing at my shoe, he didn’t have anything to say to me either.

From what I’d heard, Niko lived in a cabin with his grandfather, up in the foothills near Mount Herman and they hunted for their own food and had no electricity and used wild mushrooms for toilet paper. That kind of thing. People called Niko, ‘Brave Hunter Man,’ a nickname that fit him just right with his perfect posture, his thin, wiry frame, and his whole brown-skin-brown-eyes-brown-hair combo. He carried himself with that kind of stiff pride you get when no one will talk to you.

So I ignored Brave Hunter Man and tried to power up my minitab. It was dead and that was really weird because I’d just grabbed it off the charging plate before I left the house.

Then came this little tink, tink, tink sound. I took out my buds to hear better. The tinks were like rain, only metallic.

And the tinks turned to TINKS and the TINKS turned to Mr Reed’s screaming ‘Holy Christ!’ And suddenly the roof of the bus started denting – BAM, BAM, BAM – and a cobweb crack spread over the windshield. With each BAM the windshield changed like a slide show, growing more and more white as the cracks shot through the surface.

I looked out the side window next to me.

Hail in all different sizes from little to that-can’t-be-hail was pelting the street.

Cars swerved all over the road. Mr Reed, always a lead foot, slammed on the gas instead of the brake, which is what the other cars seemed to be doing.

Our bus hurtled through an intersection, over the median, and into the parking lot of our local Greenway superstore. It was fairly deserted because it was maybe 7:15 by this point.

I turned around to look back in the bus toward Astrid, and everything went in slow motion and fast motion at the same time as our bus slid on the ice, swerving into a spin. We went faster and faster, and my stomach was in my mouth. My back was pressed to the window, like in some carnival ride, for maybe three seconds and then we hit a lamp post and there was a sick metallic shriek.

I grabbed on to the back of the seat in front of me but then I was jumbling through the air. Other kids went flying, too. There was no screaming, just grunts and impact sounds.

I flew sideways but hit, somehow, the roof of the bus. Then I understood that our bus had turned on to its side. It was screaming along the asphalt. It shuddered to a stop.

The hail, which had merely been denting the hell out of our roof, started denting the hell out of us.

Now that the bus was on its side, hail was hammering down through the row of windows above us. Some of my classmates were getting clobbered by the hail and the window glass that was raining down.

I was lucky. A seat near me had come loose, and I pulled it over me. I had a little roof.

The rocks of ice were all different sizes. Some little round marbles and some big knotty lumps with grey parts and gravel stuck inside them.

There were screams and shouts as everyone scrambled to get under any loose seats or to stand up, pressed to the roof, which was now the wall.

It sounded as if we were caught in a rip tide of stones and rocks, crashing over and over. It felt like someone was beating the seat I was under with a baseball bat.

I tilted my head down and looked out of what was left of the windshield. Through the white spray outside I saw that the grammar school bus, Alex’s bus, was somehow still going. Mrs Wooly hadn’t skidded or lost control like Mr Reed.

Her bus was cutting through the parking lot, headed right for the main entrance to the Greenway.

Mrs Wooly’s going to drive right into the building, I thought. And I knew that she would get those kids out of the hail. And she did. She smashed the bus right through the glass doors of the Greenway.

Alex was safe, I thought. Good.

Then I heard this sad, whimpering sound. I edged forward and peered around the driver’s seat. The front of the bus was caved in, from where it had hit the lamp post.

It was Mr Reed making that sound. He was pinned behind the wheel and blood was spilling out of his head like milk out of a carton. Soon he stopped making that sound. But I couldn’t think about that.

Instead, I was looking at the door to the bus, which was now facing the pavement. How will we get out? I was thinking. We can’t get out. The windshield was all crunched up against the hood of the engine.

It was all a crumpled jam. We were trapped in the demolished sideways bus.

Josie Miller screamed. The rest of the kids had instinctively scrambled to get out of the hail but Josie was just sitting, wailing, getting pelted by the ice balls.

She was covered in blood, but not her own, I realized, because she was trying to pull on someone’s arm from between two mangled seats and I remembered Trish had been sitting next to her. The arm was limp, like a noodle, and kept slipping down out of Josie’s grip. Trish was definitely dead but Josie didn’t seem to be getting it.

From a safe spot under an overturned seat, this jerk Brayden, who is always going on about his dad working at NORAD, took out his minitab and started trying to shoot a video of Josie screaming and grabbing at the slippery arm.

A monster hailstone hit Josie and a big pink gash opened on her dark forehead. Blood started streaming down over her face.

I knew that the hail was going to kill Josie if she kept sitting there out in the open.

‘Christ.’ Brayden cursed at his minitab. ‘Come on!’

I knew I should move. Help her. Move. Help.

But my body was not responding to my conscience.

Then Niko reached out and grabbed Josie by the legs and pulled her under a twisted seat. Just like that. He reached out and pulled her two legs towards him and brought her in to his body. He held her and she sobbed. They looked like a couple out of a horror film.

Somehow Niko’s action had broken the spell. Kids were trying to get out and Astrid crawled to the front. She tried to kick through the windshield. She saw me on the ground, under my seat, and she shouted, ‘Help me!’

I just looked at her mouth. And her nose ring. And her lips moving and making words. I wanted to say, ‘No. We can’t go out there. We have to stay where there is shelter.’ But I couldn’t quite piece the words together.

She stood up and screamed to Jake and his people, ‘We’ve got to get into the store!’

Finally I croaked out, ‘We can’t go out! The hail will kill us.’ But Astrid was at the back of the bus by then.

‘Try the emergency exit!’ someone shouted. At the back of the bus Jake was already pulling and pulling at the door, but he couldn’t get it open. There was mayhem for a few minutes; I don’t know how long. I started to feel very strange. Like my head was on a long balloon string, floating above everything.

And then I heard such a funny sound. It was the beep-beep-beep sound of a school bus backing up. It was crazy to hear it through the hammering hail and the screaming.

Beep-beep-beep, like we were at the parking lot on a field trip to Mesa Verde and the bus was backing up.

Beep-beep-beep, like everything was normal.

I squinted out, and sure enough, Mrs Wooly was backing up the elementary–middle school bus towards us. It was leaning to the right pretty bad and I could see where it was dented in the front from smashing into the store. But it was coming.

Black smoke started pouring in through the hole I was looking through. I coughed. The air was thick. Oily. My lungs felt like they were on fire.

I should go to sleep now, was the thought that came into my head. It was a powerful thought and seemed perfectly logical: Now I should go to sleep.

The cries of the other kids got louder: ‘The bus is on fire!’ ‘It’s going to explode!’ and ‘We’re going to die!’

And I thought, They’re right. Yes, we’ll die. But it’s OK. It’s fine. It is as it should be. We are going to die.

I heard this clanking. The sound of metal on metal.

And ‘She’s trying to open the door!’

And ‘Help us!’

I closed my eyes. I felt like I was floating down now, going underwater. Getting so sleepy warm. So comfortable.

And then this bright light opened up on me. And I saw how Mrs Wooly had gotten the emergency door open. In her hands she held an ax.

And I heard her shout:

‘Get in the godforsaken bus!’


2 SPACE BLANKETS

I WAS SLEEPY WAS THE thing. I saw the kids scramble back towards Mrs Wooly. She helped them get down on all fours and scoot out the emergency door, which was sideways.

There was a lot of shouting and people helping one another over the battered seats and slipping on the hail on the floor, slipping because everything was sticky, now with the blood of the kids who had been crushed and Mr Reed and maybe also motor oil or gasoline, maybe … but, see, I was so warm and sleepy.

I was all the way up at the front of the bus, at the ground level, and the black smoke was encircling my head in these rich, ashy tendrils. Like arms from an octopus.

Niko came scrambling up the aisle, checking to see if anyone was left. As I was mostly under a seat, he didn’t see me until he was just about to turn back.

I wanted to tell him I’d be fine. I was happy and comfortable and it was time for me to go to sleep. But it was so far to go, to get to those words and then pull them up to my throat and my lips and then form them. I was too far under.

Niko grabbed my arms and started pulling.

‘Help me!’ he shouted. ‘Kick your legs!’

I tried to move my legs. They were so thick and heavy. It was like I had the legs of an elephant. Like someone had replaced my lower half with a big sack of lead.

Niko was gasping now, the smoke getting thicker and thicker. He grabbed my hair with one hand and smacked me across the face with his other hand.

‘Push with your legs or you’re gonna die,’ he shouted.

He smacked me across the face! I couldn’t believe it. You see it on the tab but to have someone do it to you was just shocking.

So it worked, that smack. I came up from the sleepiness. I was up from down under. I was awake.

I pushed out from under the seat and stumbled up to my feet. Niko half dragged me through the hail, down the aisle that was not an aisle but was actually the space above the seats (because, remember, the bus was on its side).

The hail was still crashing and pounding through the windows. It seemed to have a rhythm now. Small hail, small hail, then a couple of whoppers. Little, little, brutal.

I saw Niko take a big one to the shoulder, but he didn’t even react.

Mrs Wooly had the front door of her bus pulled right up to the back of ours. Niko pushed me through the emergency door. Mrs Wooly hauled and pushed me up the steps of her bus.

Jake Simonsen then grabbed my arm and pulled me down the aisle and put me into a seat. Then I got dizzy and my vision got all sparky, and before I knew it, I threw up on Jake Simonsen. Football star. King of the beautiful. And the vomit was, I am not kidding you, black like tar. Oatmeal and tar.

‘Sorry,’ I said, wiping my mouth.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘Sit down.’

Mrs Wooly’s bus was in much better shape than ours. There were giant dents in the ceiling. Her windshield looked nearly opaque, it was so crosshatched with cracks, and most of the back windows were broken from the hail flying in; but it was Air Force One compared to our bus.

Josie was slumped next to a window. Astrid was trying to stop the flow of blood from Josie’s head. Brayden had his tablet out of his backpack and was trying to power up.

Niko started coughing up gunk in the front seat.

And that was us.

There had been at least fifteen kids on the bus. Now it was Jake, Brayden, Niko, Astrid, Josie and me.

Mrs Wooly put the bus in gear and it lurched towards the Greenway.

The hail was changing now. Changing into a heavy, frozen rain. The quiet of the rain was so strong I felt it in my bones. A steady, heavy whoosh.

They say that your ears ring after you listen to something loud, like a rock concert. This was a continuous GONGONGONGONGONG. The quiet hurt as much as the hail.

I started coughing hard. Sort of a cross between coughing and vomiting. Black gunk, grey gunk, brown gunk. My nose was running. My eyes were pouring tears. I could tell my body was trying to get the smoke out of me.

Suddenly everything got orange and bright. The windows and the thin window frames stood out, illuminated against a silhouette of fire and … BOOM, our old bus exploded.

Within seconds the entire behemoth was engulfed in flames.

‘Well,’ Jake said. ‘That was close.’

I laughed. That was funny, to me.

Niko just looked at me like I was crazy.

Brayden stood up and pointed out the window at the flaming wreckage that had once been our bus.

‘Class A friggin’ lawsuit, my friends,’ he said. ‘Right there.’

‘Sit down, Brayden,’ Jake said.

Brayden ignored him, and stood, counting us.

‘The six of us,’ he continued. ‘We’re suing the Board of Education! Where my dad works, they have plans for this kind of stuff. Emergency plans. There should have been a plan. A drill!’

I looked away from him. Clearly, Brayden was a little crazy at this moment in time but I couldn’t blame him. He had every right to be unhinged.

The bus reached the store. I thought she’d stop it outside and we’d walk in, but no, just as she had before, Mrs Wooly drove it right through the hole where the glass doors had been and then we were inside the Greenway, in a bus.

Surreal upon surreal upon surreal.

There were no Greenway employees around so I figured they must not have come to work yet.

The elementary and middle school kids were grouped together in the little Pizza Shack restaurant-within-the-store area.

I saw Alex through the bus window and he stepped forwards, squinting to try to see me. The bus sputtered to a stop on the shiny linoleum. Mrs Wooly got off, then Niko, then me. I stumbled over to Alex, my legs still weren’t working completely right, and then I hugged him hard. I got soot and vomit all over him but I didn’t care.

He had actually been pretty clean before I hugged him. They all were. The little kids were scared, of course, but Mrs Wooly had gotten them out of harm’s way in a hurry.

One thing that bears explaining is that the middle school and grammar school in Monument were right next to each other, so for some of the little pocket neighbourhoods, like ours, they had one bus collect the kids for the two schools. That’s why there were eighth graders and kindergarteners mixed together on Mrs Wooly’s bus.

From the five-year-olds to the eighth graders, the kids from her bus looked fine.

Not us. We looked like we’d been in a war.

Mrs Wooly started barking out instructions.

She sent an eighth grader named Sahalia and a couple of little kids to the Pharmacy section of the store to get bandages, first aid cream – that kind of thing. She sent two kindergarteners to get a cart full of water, Gatorade, and cookies.

Niko said he’d go get some thermal blankets to help prevent shock. He was looking at Josie when he said it and I could see why.

Josie was definitely looking worse for wear. She was sitting slumped on the steps of the bus, keening and rocking back and forth. The bleeding on her forehead had slowed, but the blood was thick and clumpy in her hair and dried on her face in patches. She looked totally terrifying.

The remaining little kids were just standing and staring at Josie, so Mrs Wooly sent them off to help Sahalia. Then she looked at Jake and Astrid.

‘Help me get her into the Pizza Shack,’ she said.

Together they lifted Josie to her feet and led her to a booth.

Alex and I sat together at one booth. Brayden and Jake and the rest just kind of slumped at their own tables.

We all started talking. It was along the lines of, I can’t believe what just happened. I can’t believe what just happened. I can’t believe what just happened.

My brother kept asking me, ‘Dean, are you sure you’re OK?’ I kept saying I was fine.

But my ears were funny. I heard this rhythmic clattering sound and the boom-boom-boom of the hail was still in my bones.

Sahalia and the little kids came back with a cart loaded with medicines and first aid stuff.

Mrs Wooly came and looked at us one by one and gave us what ever she thought might help.

Josie took up most of her attention. Mrs Wooly tut-tutted over the gaping cut on Josie’s forehead.

The chocolate hue of Josie’s skin made the gash look worse. The red of the blood was brighter, somehow.

‘It’s gonna need stitches, hun,’ she told Josie.

Josie just sat there staring ahead, rocking back and forth.

Mrs Wooly poured hydrogen peroxide over the cut. It bubbled up pink and frothed down over Josie’s temple, down her neck.

Mrs Wooly blotted the cut with gauze and then coated it with ointment. She put a big square of gauze over it and then wrapped Josie’s head with gauze. Maybe Mrs Wooly had been a nurse in her youth. I don’t know, but it was a professional-looking job.

Niko returned with some of those silver space blankets hikers use. He wrapped one around Josie and offered me one.

‘I’m not in shock,’ I told him.

He just looked at me calmly, his hand outstretched with the blanket.

I did seem to be shaking somewhat. Then it occurred to me that the strange sound I was hearing might be the chattering of my own teeth.

I took the blanket.

Mrs Wooly came over to me. She had some baby wipes and she wiped my face and neck and then felt all over my head.

Can you imagine letting your grammar school bus driver wipe your face with a baby wipe and look through your hair? It was absurd. But everything had changed and nobody was teasing anybody.

People had died – we had almost died.

Nobody was teasing anybody.

Mrs Wooly gave me two painkillers and some cough syrup. She also gave me a gallon bottle of water and told me to start drinking and not stop until I hit the bottom.

‘How are your legs?’ she asked. ‘Seemed like you were walking funny before.’

I stood up. My ankle was sore, but I was basically fine.

‘I’m OK.’

‘I’ll get us some clothes,’ Niko volunteered. ‘We can change and get cleaned up.’

‘You sit down,’ Mrs Wooly ordered him.

He sank slowly into one of the booths, coughing black gunk on to his sleeve.

She looked Niko over and wiped down his face and neck, just like she’d done for the rest of us.

‘I’m gonna tell the school about what you did back there,’ Mrs Wooly said to him quietly. ‘Real heroic, son.’

Niko turned red. He started to get up.

Mrs Wooly pressed a bottle of Gatorade into his hands with some painkillers and another bottle of cough syrup.

‘You’re sitting,’ she told him.

He nodded his head, coughing up more gunk.

Jake was pressing the screen of his minitab repeatedly.

‘Hey, Mrs Wooly, I’m not getting a signal,’ Jake told her. ‘It’s like it’s out of juice, but I know it’s charged.’

One by one, pretty much everybody took out a minitab and tried to turn it on.

‘Network’s probably down,’ Mrs Wooly said. ‘But keep trying. It’ll come back.’

Alex took out his minitab. It was dead – blank. He started to cry. It seems funny now. He didn’t cry during the storm, he didn’t cry seeing me all beat up, he didn’t cry about the kids who’d been killed on my bus – he started crying when we realized the Network was down.

The Network had never, ever gone down.

We had all seen hundreds of commercials aimed at reassuring people that the National Connectivity was infallible. We had to believe that because all of our files – photos, movies, e-mails, everything – were all kept in big servers ‘up in the sky’.

Without the Network, you had no computer. You just had a blank tablet. Maybe fifteen dollars worth of plastic and scrap metal. You had nothing.

And there were supposed to be a thousand backups in place to make the Network impervious to natural disasters – to nuclear war – to anything.

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake!’ Brayden started railing. ‘If the Network’s down, who’s going to come and get us? They won’t even know where we are!’

Jake started talking in his deep, chill-out voice, telling Brayden to calm down. That everything would be OK.

But Alex slid out of the booth and started kind of screaming, ‘The Network can’t be down! It can’t be. You don’t know what this means!’

Alex was locally famous for being good with computers and machines. People we hardly knew dropped by with malfunctioning tablets to see if he could debug them. On the first day of high school, my English teacher pulled me aside to ask if I was Alex Grieder’s brother and did I think he would look at her car’s GPS.

So if anyone among us was going to get the implications of the Network being down, it was Alex.

Mrs Wooly grabbed Alex by the shoulders.

‘Grieder Jr,’ she said. ‘Go get some clothes for Grieder Sr.’

By Grieder Sr she meant me, of course.

‘But you don’t understand,’ Alex wailed.

‘Go get clothes for your brother. And for these other guys. Take a cart. Go right now,’ she directed. ‘Sahalia, you go with him and get stuff for the girls.’

‘I don’t know their sizes,’ Sahalia protested.

‘I’ll go with you,’ Astrid said.

Mrs Wooly opened her mouth to tell Astrid to sit down and then closed it again. Mrs Wooly knew her kids, you see. She knew that Astrid wouldn’t be told what to do.

So Astrid and Alex and Sahalia went.

I drank my water.

I worked real hard on not throwing up any more.

A couple of the little kids pawed at their minitabs. They kept pressing the screens on their dead minitabs and cocking their little heads to the side. Waiting, waiting.

They couldn’t figure out what the heck was going on.

 

It was weird, changing with Brayden and Jake in the bathroom. These were not guys I was friends with. Jake was a senior. Brayden was a junior, like me. But they were both on the football team and were built. I was neither.

Jake had always ignored me in a genial kind of way but Brayden had been downright mean to me.

For a moment I considered going into a stall to change. Brayden saw me hesitate.

‘Don’t worry, Geraldine,’ he said. ‘We won’t look if you’re shy.’

Dean … Geraldine … Get it?

He’d started the Geraldine thing back in grammar school.

Then, when we were in eighth grade, he’d had this bit about my hair. That it needed ‘styling’. He’d spit in his hands and work it into my hair, like the spit was gel. By the end of the year, he would just spit right on my head and mash it around with his hand.

Real stylish.

I understood Brayden was considered handsome by the girls. He had that olive colour of skin that always seems tan, and brown, wavy hair and very thick eyebrows. Kind of Cro-Magnon man eyebrows to me, but I gathered that the girls thought he looked rugged and dangerous. I gathered this because every time he was around they’d twitter and preen in a way that sort of made me hate everyone.

What I’m saying is – me and Brayden – we were not friends.

I didn’t go into a stall, I just shucked off my dirty shirt and jeans and started washing up at the sink.

‘Can you believe that hail?’ Jake said.

‘It was unbelievable,’ Brayden answered.

‘Totally unbelievable,’ I agreed.

‘I know!’

Jake asked me about a particularly foul welt on my arm from a hailstone.

‘It really hurts,’ I said.

‘You’re OK, Dean,’ Jake said, and he clapped me on the shoulder. Which also hurt.

Maybe he just got swept up in the good feeling. Or maybe he was trying to take care of me and be a leader. I didn’t care if it was a put-on. It was good to feel normal for a moment.

‘Hey, Jake,’ I said. ‘Sorry about the puke.’

‘Man, don’t think another thing about it,’ he said.

I tossed him the sweatshirt Alex had got for me from the racks out in the Greenway.

‘Here,’ I said. ‘I picked it out just for you. It’ll go nice with your eyes.’

Jake laughed with a start. I had surprised him.

Brayden laughed too.

Then our laughter chuckled along until it got completely out of hand, until we were all gulping air, tears in eyes.

It hurt my throat, which was still raw from the smoke, but Jake and Brayden and me, we laughed for a long time.

 

After we had changed, Mrs Wooly held a kind of makeshift assembly.

‘It’s maybe eight or nine,’ she told us. ‘The Network is still down and I’m a little worried about our friend Josie here. I think she’s in shock, so she’ll probably come around in a day or two. But it might be something more serious.’

We all looked at Josie, who stared back at us with a weird, detached interest, as if we were people whose faces and names she couldn’t quite place.

‘Here’s what we’re going to do,’ Mrs Wooly continued. ‘I’m going to walk on over to the ER and get some help.’

A chunky little girl named Chloe started to cry.

‘I want to go home,’ she said. ‘Take us home! I want my nana!’

‘Nonsense,’ Mrs Wooly told her. ‘The bus has two flat tyres. I can’t take you anywhere. I’ll be back with help licketysplit.’

Chloe didn’t look at all satisfied with this answer, but Mrs Wooly went on.

‘And look here, kids, your parents are going to have to pay the store back for whatever you guys use, so go easy. This ain’t Christmas.

‘I’ve decided to put Jake Simonsen in charge. He’s the boss until I get back. For now, Sahalia and Alex, I want you to go and help the little kids pick out some good games and puzzles from the Toy Department.’

The little kids cheered, especially Chloe, who made a big show of jumping up and down and clapping her chubby little hands. She seemed a little fickle, emotion-wise. And a little annoying.

Sahalia sighed with irritation and got to her feet.

‘Why do I have to do everything?’ she complained.

‘Because these guys nearly died and you didn’t,’ Mrs Wooly snapped.

The grammar school kids went off to the toy section.

‘Look,’ Mrs Wooly told us big kids after they had gone. ‘The ER’s not too far. I can probably walk it in a half hour to an hour. I might get a ride, which would mean I’ll be back much quicker. Keep Josie hydrated and every so often ask her what year it is. What’s her name? What kind of, I don’t know, pop does she like? Cookies. That kind of thing.’

She ran her hand through her wiry grey hair. Her gaze drifted past us, to the entrance to the store and the broken sliding-glass doors.

‘And if people come, don’t leave here with anyone but your parents. Promise me that. Right now, you guys are my responsibility.

‘And – not that I think there is going to be – but if there’s any rioting or looting or anything, you guys get all the kids together here in this pizza area, and you just stay together. Big kids on the outside and just stay together. You got me?’

Now I understood why she had sent the younger kids away. She didn’t want them to hear about a riot.

‘Now, Mrs Wooly?’ Jake said. ‘What do we do if the people from the store come?’ He gestured towards the damaged bus sitting in the midst of the empty shopping carts in the entrance foyer. ‘They’re gonna be pissed.’

‘You’ll tell them that it was an emergency and the school board will take care of the damages.’

‘I can make us lunch if need be,’ Astrid said. ‘I actually know how to run the ovens in the Pizza Shack because I had a job here last summer.’

I knew she’d had a job at Greenway. It had been a summer that involved a lot of superstore browsing for me.

‘A hot lunch!’ said Mrs Wooly. ‘Now you’re talking.’

The little kids came back with board games.

Mrs Wooly got ready to go.

I went to the office supply section and picked out an eight dollar pen and the nicest, most expensive, executive-brand notebook on the shelf. I sat down right there and started writing. I had to get the hailstorm down while it was fresh in my memory.

I’ve always been a writer. Somehow, just writing something down makes anything that happens seem OK. I sit down to write, all jammed up and stressed out, and by the time I stand up, everything is in the right place again.

I like to write actual longhand, in a spiral notebook. I can’t explain it, but I can think on the page in a way I can’t do on a tablet. But I know that writing by hand for anything beyond a quick note is weird, seeing as we’re all taught to touch-type in kindergarten.

Brayden stopped and watched me for a moment.

‘Writing by hand, Geraldine?’ he said with scorn. ‘Real quaint.’

We all lined up to say good-bye to Mrs Wooly at the entrance to the store. The sky had returned to its normal resting shade of crisp blue clear. Like my mom used to say, ‘Colorado skies just can’t be beat.’

The hail was a foot deep most everywhere. At places where there was an incline, the hail had run off somewhat, depositing itself into huge drifts.

You would think it would have been fun to play in – like the outdoors was a giant ball pit. But the big chunks of hail, they had bumps and lumps and stuff stuck inside them like rocks and twigs. They were sharp and dirty, and no one wanted to go out and play. We stayed in the store.

There were a couple of cars in the parking lot. They looked absurd, all crunched in, like a giant had taken a hammer to them. Mrs Wooly’s bus had sustained a lot less damage.

‘If all the cars in town look like that,’ Alex said to me. ‘We’re going to be walking home.’

I thought about walking home right then. I could have just waited until Mrs Wooly left and then gone home. But she’d told us to stay and I followed directions, and also, Astrid Heyman was at the Greenway, not at our dull, cookie-cutter house on Wagon Trail Lane.

The names of the streets in our development were all like that. Wagon Gap Trail, Coyote Valley Court, Blizzard Valley Lane …

I have to say that never once did I walk down our street and mistake it for a country lane cutting through some frontier prairie. Who, exactly, did the developers think they were fooling?

I could hear distant sirens. There were some pillars of smoke rising up in other places. A column of smoke was still rising from our burnt-out bus so I had a pretty good idea what the others were from.

I remember thinking that our town had really taken a beating. I wondered if we’d get some National Crisis assistance. We’d seen images of the San Diegans receiving boxes of clothes and toys and food after the earthquake in ’21. Maybe now that would be us and our town would be besieged by the media.

Mrs Wooly was taking nothing more than a pack of cheap cigarettes and a pair of knee-high rain boots.

Brayden stepped forwards.

‘Mrs Wooly, my dad works at NORAD. If you can get a message to him, I’m sure he can send a van or something to get us.’

I was probably the only one who rolled my eyes. Probably.

‘That’s good thinking, Brayden.’ Mrs Wooly said in her gravelly voice. ‘I’ll take it under advisement.’

She looked us over.

‘Now, you kids listen to Jake. He’s in charge. Astrid’s gonna make you all a nice pizza lunch.’

She stepped through the door frame and out into the parking lot. She took a few steps forwards, then turned to her right, looking at something on the ground we could not see. She seemed to recoil, gagging a bit.

Then she turned and said, with force, ‘Now go on inside. Go on! Don’t come out here. It’s not safe. Get inside. Go. Go have lunch.’

She shooed us back in with her hands.

Mrs Wooly had such authority, we all did what she said.

But out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jake step out to see what it was that she’d seen.

‘You too, Simonsen,’ Mrs Wooly said. ‘This ain’t a peep show. Get back in there.’

Jake walked towards us, scratching his head. He looked sort of pale.

‘What?’ Brayden asked. ‘What’s out there?’

‘There’s some bodies out there. Looks like a couple of Greenway employees,’ Jake told us quietly. ‘I don’t know why they went out there in the hailstorm, but they sure are dead now. They’re all mashed up. Bones sticking out all over the place. I’ve never seen anything like it. Except maybe for that mess back on the bus.’

He took a deep breath and shivered.

‘Tell you one thing,’ Jake said, looking at me and Brayden. ‘We’re staying inside till she comes back.’


3 METAL GATE

‘WHO LIKES PIZZA?’ ASTRID yelled.

The little kids answered with a chorus of emphatic mes, their arms shooting up like it was a hand-raising competition.

‘Pizza party! Pizza party!’ they chanted.

Their excitement was catchy and Astrid looked beautiful talking to them, hearing about their favourite kinds of pizza, with the wind picking up the tendrils of her hair and bringing a flush to her cheeks.

Listen, the tragedy of the day and the destruction of our town wasn’t lost on me – and I was worried about my parents and my friends and how the hail might have affected them – but I will admit that I savoured being near Astrid.

My mom believed that you make your own luck. Over the stove she had hung these old, maroon-painted letters that spell out MANIFEST. The idea was if you thought and dreamed about the way you wanted your life to be – if you just envisioned it long enough – it would come into being.

But as hard as I had manifested Astrid Heyman with her hand in mine, her blue eyes gazing into mine, her lips whispering something wild and funny and outrageous in my ear, she had remained totally unaware of my existence. Truly, to even dream of dreaming about Astrid, for a guy like me, in my relatively low position on the social ladder of Cheyenne Mountain High, was idiotic. And with her a senior and me a junior? Forget it.
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