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1

Poor Little Tilly





“Well, if it isn’t the biggest piece of trash in town,” a high voice squeals. “Tilly Morgan. Ugh.” 

“Those shoes,” another female, tone dripping disgust, chuckles. “Did you find them in a dumpster?”

Even over Breaking Benjamin’s “Evil Angel” playing in my ear, each hurtful word is a knife cutting into my chest. Gritting my teeth, I transfer a book from my locker to my backpack. With my spine to the girls, I bite my bottom lip.

One, two, three, four…

Emory Watson, one of Callahan High School’s most popular girls—and my number one enemy—never misses an opportunity to cut me down. I don’t know why, but she’s delighted in my torment since kindergarten. I shouldn’t let it get under my skin, but sometimes it can’t be helped. I’ve never known anyone more hateful—or bitchy.

Don’t do anything drastic, I chide myself. If I go to the principal’s office one more time, Mamma’s going to have a heart attack or ground me forever—probably both.

“Come on, ladies,” Emory titters, and her voice lowers, reminding me of a purring cat toying with a mouse. “We don’t want to stand too close to this loser—she might rub off on us.”

“Good riddance,” I mumble, relaxing my shoulders.

It’s the end of the day—Friday, thank God—and lockers bang shut in the hallway. Other voices echo throughout the corridor, creating a constant thrum of sound. Sweat, fruity perfumes, and the faint whiff of pot slides through the air. A few arms jostle me in passing. Some students call out good-natured insults to one another; others speak in excited tones and share plans for the coming weekend.

Me? I don’t have any, but I’m ecstatic to get away from all these douchebags.

“Hey, Tilly.” From the other side of my open locker door, Maximillian Jacobsen raps his knuckles on the metal, then jerks a wireless bud from my ear.

“Stop that.” Yanking it from his fingers, I refocus on loading my bag. What the hell does he want? Known as our school’s troublemaker and all-around bad boy, he doesn’t usually deign to talk to people like me.

“What’re you doing this weekend?” He tosses a blue stress ball into the air and catches it, leaning around the door and peering into the depths of my locker. A strong whiff of expensive cologne wafts my way.

“Do you mind?” I wave at the air and shoulder him out of the way.

“Not usually.” He smiles wickedly. “So, weekend plans? Yay or nay?” The overhead fluorescent lights catch on a small, silver stud in his earlobe.

“No.” Why in the world is he interested in my plans? “Why? You robbing a store and need a lookout?”

“Hmm.” The ball bounces against my head and he snatches it back. “You offering?”

“What? No.” Pinching my eyebrows inward, I still and search his face. What’s his game? He’s never said more than five words to me before, and they were usually “Get out of my way.”

His blue eyes shine. Dark brown hair slides across his forehead and into his vision. Day-old stubble covers his chin. Pushing himself closer, he forces me a couple of inches to the side.

“Dude, if you don’t step back, I’m gonna bust you in the nuts.” I try to ignore him and continue searching the catastrophe inside my locker.

The ball hits the back of my head and I count to ten and grind my teeth.

“So, you going to the dance tomorrow?” Pop.

Is that what this is about?

“Do I look like I want to go to the dance?” With the meanest glare I can muster, I elbow against his body and concentrate on which books I need for weekend homework.

It might be kind of nice to go, but I’ll never know because it’s almost the end of high school, and then I’m out of this crappy, busybody town.

“No, you don’t seem like the dancing-type of gal, which is why I was wondering what you’re doing tomorrow.” An amused smile tugs at his lips. “If you get bored, I actually do need a partner in crime.” With one last soft thump of the ball against my temple, he saunters away, retro wallet chain swinging from his hip and black biker boots clomping down the hallway.

Shaking my head, I let out a breath and dig through papers. That was so freaking weird.

Something sharp pokes me in the shoulder. He must’ve forgotten something.

“Max, leave me alone. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Several females chuckle.

I clench the strap of my backpack, now sitting on the bottom of the locker. Those giggles mean one thing: Emory Watson and her pack of laughing hyenas have returned.

Ignoring what was probably her long, manicured fingernail digging into my skin, I zip the bag closed and focus on breathing deep, cleansing breaths.

“Oh, poor little Tilly.” A high chuckle. “No one invited you to the Spring Dance. So sad.”

Grabbing a handle, I pivot to face her and the trio of sycophants.

With her long, blonde hair and big baby-blue eyes, she looks like a porcelain doll, but that’s where anything doll-like ends. Since she’s the most popular girl at CHS, if you get on her bad side then everyone hates you by default.

Like I said, I’ve been on her shit list since kindergarten.

“What do you need?” I keep my voice low and even while pulling my cell from a pocket to check the time.

Damn. If I don’t leave in the next minute or so, I’ll miss the bus and have to walk three miles to get home.

Another two weeks and I should have enough savings to buy a cheap car, thank God.

“What do I need?” she asks, widening her eyes. “Nothing from you, that’s for sure.”

The other three girls cackle as if she’s told the funniest joke in the world.

“So, you’re gonna stand here and waste my time?” I try to push my way through the group, but they won’t budge.

I imagine grabbing her long locks and slamming her forehead against the metal door. Okay, that’s violent, Tilly, my inner voice reminds me. Yeah? Well, she’s a little—

“You know, with plastic surgery, like right here—” She taps the end of my nose. “—and a better wardrobe besides ancient band t-shirts and jeans, you might have a chance with a guy like Max.”

Blood boils in my veins. “Never touch me—”

“Well, maybe not.” She shakes her head and pouts her red lips, putting the palms of her hands against her cheeks and raising her eyebrows. “I forgot. With that temper, you’ve never even had a boyfriend, have you?” Twisting away with an evil laugh, she motions her group to follow, but stops and glances over a shoulder. “After all, who’d want to date someone as ugly and angry as you?”

Unable to contain the rising wave of red fury, I swing the backpack toward the side of her head. Twenty pounds of books and unbridled anger smacks her full force. It connects with a satisfying thump.

Score one for Tilly Morgan.

Her legs fold and her butt plops onto the tiled floor.

The flow of traffic freezes. Some students gape while others gasp. Several rush to help her stand.

She rubs her ear as if in slow motion. Eyes wide and unfocused, she blinks and stumbles to her feet.

Oops. I didn’t mean to hurt her too badly, just give her something to remember why she should leave me alone.

“Matilda Morgan,” Mr. Sanders shouts, barreling through the crowd of onlookers. “Go to my office right now.” His balding head reflects the lights from above.

“But she started it—”

“Now.” He stabs a shaky finger toward the administrative section of the school. I know the way to his office all too well.

I sigh, close my locker, and trudge toward my doom.

Everyone either glares or sneers as I pass.

Here we go again. Mamma’s going to kill me.
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Face the Music





“Tilly, damn it.” Daddy positions his rearview mirror, then gives me a stern stare. “Lucky for you it was my day off. If your mother had to come up here and deal with this…” He starts the truck’s engine and pulls out of the school parking lot. 

“I know, but we don’t have to tell her.” I stare out the window, glad to see the school and its football field sliding out of sight.

“Oh no, you’re not going to get me on the bad side of your mother’s temper.”

“But you don’t understand how it is. People are cruel.” I hate sounding whiney, but I need to defend myself. “They’re always making jokes about what I wear and how long my nose is.” I raise my voice in imitation of Emory’s high screech. “Hey, Tilly, has anyone tried to ski off that slope on your face?”

“Ignore them,” he grunts. “You’re beautiful, and there’s nothing wrong with your nose. They’re petty, jealous girls who are probably insecure and have their own issues.”

“Yeah, well ignoring them is easier said than done.”

He reaches out an arm and squeezes my hand. “They’re just words, Half-pint.”

“They still hurt.”

He flicks the blinker and pulls to a stop sign. “Kids can be mean. I get it.” After turning onto the road leading to our house, he casts a quick glance my way. “But that’s still no excuse to lose your temper and act like a heathen. Maybe you should think about joining the Air Force, like I did. It gave me the discipline and structure I needed for a flying career.”

“Are you crazy?” I push the back of my head into the seat and cross my arms over my chest. “I’m not joining up with the military to let new people push me around.” Snorting, I continue. “After graduation, I’m moving to Florida and living with Sissy. It’ll be nice having a fresh start, away from all these assholes, and I won’t have to pay for a dorm.”

“Well, it’s a great plan—if you graduate.”

“What’re you talking about?” My eyebrows draw inward. I have good grades and I’m not in danger of failing any classes.

“This could’ve been serious, Tilly. Principal Sanders wants to expel you.”

“What?” Alarm races through my limbs and I jerk upright. “Are you freaking kidding me?”

We roll into the driveway. The pickup stops behind Daddy’s pride and joy: his sleek Harley Davidson, with its gleaming chrome tail pipes and leather saddlebags.

“No, I’m not. You’re lucky he and I go way back.” He pops the door handle to the truck, but twists to look at me. “Now, it’s time to get out and face the music. Your mother’s gonna be home soon. Might be a good time to get a head start on supper. Soften the blow, so to speak.” He strokes his short blond beard. “Though, your cooking might be punishment for all three of us.” His eyes sparkle, and he winks before exiting the vehicle and slamming the door shut.

Groaning, I jump out and follow him inside. I despise cooking, but I hate Mamma’s looks of disappointment even worse.

He opens the screen door, gesturing me to go ahead.

With a sigh, I trudge inside, wishing I could skip time forward and be done with all this.
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You're Not a Child





Beep, beep, beep. The fire alarm’s piercing tone is like nails on a chalkboard. 

I wave a kitchen towel over my head, trying to clear the air.

Stupid, oversensitive things. “Shut the hell up. Nothing’s even burning.”

A squeal from the front door, and I lean out from the kitchen, relief flowing through me knowing it’s Daddy instead of Mamma.

Thank goodness she’s running late. I can put off her inevitable tongue lashing for a little longer.

Daddy strides into the kitchen and wrinkles his nose. His eyes bounce around the room, probably taking in the colossal mess of bell pepper seeds, onion skins, hamburger meat packaging, and pots and pans littering the counters.

“Shoo. Smells like you’re trying to burn the place down.” Much taller than me, he presses a button on the alarm and the kitchen quietens. “Sounds like it, too.”

“Ha.” Deciding the pasta has boiled long enough, I transfer it to a waiting colander nestled in the sink.

“So, do I need to order pizza for tonight?”

“Daddy.” I pivot and give him a glare, catching him in the act of lifting a lid and grimacing. “The meat got a little brown, that’s all. I already scraped off the crusty parts.” Huffing, I turn off the stove burner.

“I love you, Half-pint.” He ruffles my hair. “But I feel sorry for your future husband. You better hope he knows how to cook.”

Anger wars with humor, and I can’t decide if I want to laugh or glower.

“Who said I’m ever gettin’ married?” The smell of burning toast reaches my nose. “Oh, shit.” Bending forward, I throw the oven door open, grab a potholder, and pull out the pan of garlic bread.

“Better watch that mouth. If your mother hears it…”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.”

When his eyes land on the dark brown, smoking squares, his brow rises. “Can’t wait to eat.” His tone is even, and I can’t tell if he’s serious or being sarcastic. “God help us,” or something along those lines, mumbles under his breath.

“Hey, you’re the one who suggested I cook supper.”

He lets out a deep belly laugh and walks away, shaking his head.

After piling the bread on a plate, I grab a bagged salad from the fridge and dump it in a bowl.

Another squeak of the front door. “Good God, what is that smell?”

I cringe. Uh oh.

Mamma breezes into the kitchen and sets her purse on a counter. “Oh.” She freezes for a second. “You’re cooking supper.” Her green eyes rove the messy area. “What do I need to know?”

“God, Mamma.” I throw some cherry tomatoes into the salad and give it a shake. “Have some faith in me.”

“I do, Tilly.” She removes an outer blue scrub jacket and lays it over her forearm. “But this—” She sweeps out a hand. “—usually means you had a visit with Mr. Sanders.”

Throwing some Italian dressing on the lettuce, I finally meet her gaze.

“Well?” She props a hand on a hip. “I’m waiting.” A sneakered foot taps the linoleum-covered floor.

“I whacked Emory upside the head with my backpack.” My stare slides away, and my cheeks feel like they’re combusting. Wonder how long I’ll be grounded this time?

Mamma drapes the jacket over the back of a chair and sits. The early evening light from the window glints on her straight red hair, creating fiery strands of copper.

“How many times have I told you to control your temper?” She sighs.

I’d rather her yell and scream at me instead of this forlorn worry.

“But Mamma, that stupid hobag started it. She made fun of my nose and clothes. I’ve had it up to here—” I slide a finger across my neck. “—with her mean butt.”

“When you let her words push you to act out, you’re no better than she is.”

“I know.” This conversation has played out so often over the past couple of years. Too often, and now I wish I would’ve at least tried to control myself. I hate disappointing her.

“This is getting ridiculous, Tilly. You’re not a child, yet you’re still acting like one.”

“Well, I’m sorry I’m not perfect and should be the better person, that I’m not like you and Daddy.” I give a quick, angry stir to the sauce. “I guess I should let people walk all over me and be more like Sissy.” My voice rises on the last sentence. I draw a deep breath and snap my mouth shut.

“Your sister picks her battles.” She lowers her tone. “You’re eighteen years old, Tilly.” Stretching a hand, she squeezes my shoulder. “And no, your daddy and I aren’t perfect, and we don’t expect you to be, either. I just want you to think before you act. When you go to college, you can’t hit people because you don’t like something they said. Violence doesn’t solve anything.”

Oh yeah? Well, it sure felt good. Until I’d realized I could’ve really hurt her. No, I wouldn’t want that on my conscience. Though I hate to admit it, Mamma’s right. I’m not a kid any longer, and I really need to learn to control my reactions.

“Okay. I promise I’ll try to not act like a heathen the next time she goads me.” I dump the pasta into a bowl. “So, lay it on me—what’s my punishment?”

Her eyes soften, and her full lips curve in a gentle smile. “Well, since you’re officially an adult and about to leave the nest, I think I’ll leave that up to you.”

“What?” I stumble on the way to the table.

A quick glance to the food lying on its surface and she chuckles. “The only people getting punished tonight are the gluttons who eat that meal.”

“Mamma.” My face scrunches and I clench my fists. “I worked hard on this.”

“I can tell.” She twists away. “The noodles actually look soft this time.” The door to her and Daddy’s bedroom closes with a soft click.

“No one appreciates my efforts around here,” I grumble, grabbing dinner plates and laying them on the table.

The scent of char permeates the air, and the smoke alarm begins anew in high, piercing screams.

“Oh, Jesus. I forgot about the cake.”
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Lights Out





“Oh no you don’t,” I yell at the television while tapping buttons on an Xbox controller. 

My computer-generated avatar, dressed in skin-tight brown leathers, circles a humongous, scarlet-scaled dragon. A quick swipe of his taloned foot, and he grabs my character around her waist.

I jam the buttons, pressing the combo that should allow her to escape, except she’s out of stamina.

With a cruel laugh, the dragon opens his toothy mouth and snaps off her head, blood gushing from the stump of her neck.

“Damn it.” I chunk the controller to the floor and glower at the TV. “You stupid piece of sh—”

“Matilda Morgan,” Mamma’s voice is loud even through the closed bedroom door. “Watch that mouth.”

With a glare in her general direction, I clench my jaw and check my phone, using this unfortunate turn of events as a breather.

One unread message flashes across the screen and I unlock the device.

Sissy: What’s up, little terror?

Me: Nothing. Same boring town, same boring life.

Sissy: Mamma said you beat someone up today…

Me: I did NOT beat someone up. My backpack connected with her head, that’s all.

Sissy: Hmm. Did it sprout wings and hit her all by itself?

Me: Damn straight.

Sissy: Lol. You’re a mess.

Me: Do you think my nose is long?

Sissy: WTF?

Me: Emory said I should get plastic surgery.

Sissy: …

Me: Is that a yes or a no?

Sissy: You should’ve punched HER nose. What a witch. There’s nothing wrong with your face. Now, as for your mouth… it could definitely use some kind of help.

I smile. I really do love my big sister.

Me: Hey, I can’t help the fact Daddy rubbed off on me.

Sissy: Haha. I love you. You’re perfect just the way you are. Don’t ever change. I can’t wait to see you. Mark and I fixed up the guest room for when you get here. It’ll be like old times.

Me: Yeah, minus the assholes from this shitty place. And I’ll be able to look out at the ocean instead of dried cow patties and ugly mesquite trees. Yay.

Sissy: Yeah, I don’t miss that or everyone else knowing my business. Hang in there and try not to get into any more trouble, or you’re going to give Mamma an ulcer. Seriously. Love ya bunches, little terror.

Me: Kiss my...

Me: And I love you, too.

I toss the phone onto the bed, bend to the floor, and snatch up the controller. Stretching my legs so my feet dangle over the side, I reload the game from its last save point.

A few more weeks—that’s not long, right? Pushing in my wireless earbuds, I let A Perfect Circle’s “So Long and Thanks for All the Fish” drown out the world.

My avatar crouches, her sword in one hand and a spell book in the other.

“Come on, you nasty-ass lizard,” I whisper, hoping Mamma’s super hearing doesn’t pick up the words. With a gentle nudge, I circle from around a large boulder.

My character crab-walks closer to the huge, curled dragon.

His pixelated nostrils quiver, but his eyelids remain closed, little puffs of smoke oozing from his nose.

Just gotta get close enough to chop off his ugly head and the Magical Ring of Fire will be all mine. Well, my avatar’s.

Two more steps and my leather-and-metal clad warrior slams her long sword against his thick skin.

He lets out a roar and tries to flick her away with a thick, barbed tail, but she’s too fast. Jumping back, she blasts him with a blue wave of ice, freezing him for a few seconds.

One more stroke, and her sword delivers the killing blow.

With a final cry, his snout crashes to the ground and I loot the epic ring from his body.

“Yes, yes, yes.” Dropping the controller to my bed, I jump off the mattress, tear out my earbuds, and scream with triumph. “Finally, I beat you, Fire Dragon of the South Wind.” I wiggle my butt in a victory dance and pump a fist into the air. “Who’s the loser now, huh?”

A strange groan rumbles through the walls. The lights flicker, then cut off, leaving me in complete blackness.

“No, no, no.” I stumble in the direction of my Xbox, but something on the floor trips me, nearly sending me crashing into the darkness. “I haven’t saved yet.” The words sound like a wail because they are.

Fingers fumbling, I reach for the TV stand and rise. Oh my God. I’m going to have to fight that dragon again because, like an idiot, I didn’t save after the battle.

My door squeaks open, but I see nothing. It’s nighttime, and not even the streetlights show through the windows to give a smidgeon of light to maneuver. “You okay, honey?” Mamma’s soft voice soothes my rage a bit.

“Yeah. No.” I blindly reach for the bed, patting it until the cold edge of my phone presses into my fingertips. At least I can use it for a flashlight. “I didn’t save my game after I beat the boss.” Breathing deeply, I try to remember it’s only a game—not real. But still… “Did you forget to pay the electric bill?” There’s accusation in my words. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s forgotten to pay a bill. Sometimes, she gets so busy things slip her mind.

Crack.

Under my foot, the crunch of hard plastic grates against the sole of my tennis shoe. “Oh man, I think I broke one of Daddy’s CDs.” And it was probably the Korn disc he let me borrow last week. Even though I can stream or download practically any music in the world, I love the old-school ways. They remind me of simpler times, when things were less complicated by the internet, streaming services, and algorithms trying to guess what type of music I enjoy. Not that I ever experienced those old times, but hearing Daddy talk about them, I can almost imagine living in that era.

“No, I paid it early. I’m not sure why the power’s out.” Tap-tap-tap. Her fingernails drum on the door. “Maybe a transformer blew.”

“Yeah, I heard a strange noise right before it went out.”

With careful steps to keep from breaking my neck, I feel my way through clothes, trash, and shoes scattered at my feet. I’ve been meaning to clean it up, but there just never seems to be enough time between gaming, reading, and homework.

When I make it to the door, her warm hand lands on my shoulder. “Well, come on. We’ll light some candles and make a night of it, huh? You’re always either lost in a video game or have your nose stuck in a book. Tonight… we’ll make it a board game night around candlelight.”

I groan. “I’d rather stab my eyes out.”

“So dramatic.” Mamma laughs. “I know it’s a terrible thing to have to spend time with your parents, but humor an old woman, would you?”

“You’re not old, Mamma.”

“Sometimes my bones feel every bit of their forty years, but thank you.” Even though I can’t see it, I know she’s smiling.

Holding on to each other, she and I stumble our way to the kitchen. She digs in the junk drawer for the emergency candles, and I pilfer the spare lighter Daddy keeps in the key bowl.

After lighting three pillars, she places them on the table, the wicks casting a cheery glow around the small dining room, revealing fresh herbs growing on a windowsill and the old-fashioned wood stove sitting farther away in a corner.

The front door opens, and Daddy’s boots tromp inside. “The whole block’s dead.” Moving closer, the yellow-orange lighting softens his face, making him look closer to thirty instead of forty-five.

Mamma threads her way through the darkened dining room to meet him halfway across the floor.

He wraps her in his arms and places a soft, familiar kiss on her lips.

“Ew. Get a room.” I avert my eyes. Ugh. Seriously. Who wants to see their parents practically making out right in front of them? “If y’all are gonna do that sh—” My throat clears. “—that stuff through game night, I’ll pass. Thanks.”

Daddy gives Mamma a lopsided grin and she snorts.

“Hurling over here, seriously.”

“We don’t want her throwing up on the new rug, do we?” He lets her go with a quick peck to her forehead.

“Absolutely not.” Mamma pats his cheek, her fingers trailing his beard. “Because you know how she cleans…”

“Hey—”

“Yeah.” His gaze flickers to me with amusement. “Half-assed.”

I give him a stern glare.

Daddy steps closer. “You got your phone, Half-pint?”

“That’s a dumb question to ask.” With a quick jerk, I flip it toward him.

He pulls his out. “Sarah, get yours out, too.”

Mamma does as he asks. “What’s this about?”

“Just checking something.”

My screen stays blank, even though with the movement, it should be activating. “Hey, I think my battery ran down.” Which is odd. It was nearly full when Sissy and I were texting.

Tapping her screen, Mamma glances toward me. “Mine, too.”

Daddy holds his up. It’s as dark as the other two.

“What does it mean?” I can’t stop a little thread of fear from curling around my chest like a noose. Something about three phones dying at the same time as the power goes out is unsettling.

“Not sure yet.” He pockets his and scratches his short blond hair. “But I have an idea.” With a quick twist, he strides to the front door and steps out into the yard.

Mamma and I look at each other. Her eyes, widening a bit, reveal bright green irises even in the low light.

I shrug, and she and I follow him outside.

The moon is half-full, and luckily it’s not cloudy, so there’s enough light to see the ghostly shrubs next to the chain-link fence and gate.

Daddy opens the latch with a small squeal, straddles his large Harley, and turns the key. A solemn click fills the quiet, but the motor doesn’t roar to life like usual.

I squeeze closer to Mamma. “What does that mean, you think?” You know what it means, Tilly, a little voice whispers in my head. I shove it away, not wanting to hear its explanation.

“I don’t know.” She chews on a fingernail.

From behind us, our neighbor—Mr. Miller—clears his throat. “Something ain’t right, Ricky.” He’s an older gentleman with a wispy ring of white hair crowning his bald dome, and crooked yellow teeth poke through his smile. I’ve known him since I was born, and he’s always kind, even if a little nosey.

“I take it you’re running into the same problem?” Daddy leans back on the seat and shakes his head, eyebrows scrunching together.

“Yep.” Mr. Miller ambles through his yard to walk around our fence, his step spry despite his seventy-five years. “Ain’t nothing working in my house—even the stuff that uses batteries. Every flashlight deader than a dead dog’s nose. My phone, too.” He pulls out a silver flip phone for all of us to see, the numbers large enough they dominate the entire thing.

He also uses weird expressions. How can something be deader than dead? I swallow a nervous giggle, glad for the comic relief, even if it’s temporary.

“Well,” I grin at Mr. Miller, “your phone’s not working because it’s from the nineties.”

Mamma thumps my upper arm. “Be nice,” she whispers under her breath.

“Little Tilly.” Now only a few feet away, he gives me a wide smile, revealing his crooked teeth. “Always compensating for your size with your mouth.” He shuffles over to Daddy.

Wait. Did he insult me? I play his words over in my mind. “I think he just said I have a big mouth.”

“Hmm.” A tiny grin tugs at Mamma’s lips and she pats me on the arm. “You did insult his phone, so it was deserved.”

“That old man better be glad I like him.” I gnaw on the inside of my bottom lip, watching his hunched form move toward Daddy to tinker with the motorcycle.

They speak in low voices, as if trying to keep us—the womenfolk—from hearing whatever it is they think is so important. Daddy gestures toward the light poles, then to the other houses.

Mr. Miller, the moonlight glinting off the few white hairs he has left, nods his head.

Daddy lifts a leg and steps off his bike. “Sarah, Tilly, why don’t you two go in the house and lock the doors?” Even though his tone is even, there’s an undercurrent of something in it. Not exactly fear, but a wariness.

“Why?” I close the gap and stare up into his face.

“Because there’s no power, no cell service, and no explanation, which means we don’t have a way to call the police if something were to happen.” His lips thin, and his gaze hardens. “Do you understand?”

“What’s going to happen?” I sweep a hand toward the other houses on the street. “Besides someone’s cow or horse getting loose and eating our garden?” A snort sneaks out of me.

Mamma’s rubs her upper arm. “She’s right, Ricky. This is Callahan—everyone’s known each other for years. We protect our own.”

Daddy scrubs a hand across his face and lets out a low sigh. The raspy sound of his whiskers competes with the chorus of crickets chirping nearby. He gives Mr. Miller a look that says “women, what do you expect?” then takes me by the shoulder and Mamma by the arm, practically dragging us up the front steps and onto the porch.

“Look, I’m hoping I’m wrong, but I’m afraid I’m not.”

Daddy, afraid? He’s not frightened of anything I know of. He flew and fought in deployments overseas and survived several close combat encounters. Unease settles in my bones. He’s the bravest person I know. If he’s scared…

“This may be more than a mere power issue.” He legs go and puts an arm across my shoulder and another across Mamma’s, hugging us tightly. “It might be part of a terrorist attack. And if it is, I want you inside where it’s safe.”

“What?” Mamma shoves her body closer into his, like a baby bird seeking comfort under a wing. Her eyes scour his face. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.” He places a kiss to her forehead, then gives me a one-armed squeeze. “It doesn’t make sense they’d attack such a small town, though, so I’m hoping it’s something more along the lines of an accident or something natural.” With a deep breath, he glances over his shoulder, as if looking for hidden baddies in the bushes. “But just in case, I want to talk with everyone in the neighborhood, make sure they’re okay, and verify the rest of the town’s in no danger.”

“Okay.” She wraps her fingers around the side of his neck. “I understand. Do you have your gun?” Her stare moves to his waist.

He gives her a sheepish smile. “You know I do.”

“Well, this is one time I won’t lecture you about it.” She gives him a quick nod and opens the door. “Come on, Tilly. Your father’s right.”

I’m torn between wanting to stay to protect my mom, and a hunger to go with Daddy, to see if there’s any danger in town, and find the cause of the mysterious blackout.

“Go on inside, Half-pint. Your Mamma needs you.” He kisses my cheek, the faint smell of cigarette smoke wafting to my nose.

“Be careful, okay?” I want to tell him not to go, to stay here with us and wait until the morning, when it’s daylight and everything starts working again, but I see resolve in the set of his jaw and determined gaze. It’s something I’ve seen in my own reflection, and I know it means he’s not backing down.

“I’m always careful, Tilly.” He gives my shoulder a squeeze and turns his attention to Mamma. “Lock the doors and windows, honey. I won’t be gone long. Just gonna grab Hank and Davey to walk a few blocks and make sure downtown’s secure and quiet.”

“I love you.”

“Love you, too. Both of you.” With a quick turn, he descends the steps, pulling a pack of cigarettes from his back pocket and lighting up, the momentary flash of orange bright against the night.

Mamma and I head inside.

Even though I keep telling myself everything’s fine, it’s preposterous to think of stealthy terrorists attacking a little town of three thousand people, that rope of fear slithers around my chest.
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The Lights of Abilene





Mamma and I round up all the extra candles in the house and set them on the bar that divides the kitchen from the dining area. 

“Well, it looks like we’ve got at least ten.”

I scratch into the waxy surface of a small votive in my hand. “Hopefully the power will come on soon and we won’t need ‘em.”

“I’m sure it will.” She smiles gently, her fiery hair pulled into a ponytail with a few strands floating around her neck. Her gaze strays to the front door while her fingers slide the items into a neat pile, only to rearrange them again.

Sometimes I forget how much she and I look alike.

Creak.

My attention snaps to the locked front door.

Mamma holds an index finger to her lips and snatches a Remington shotgun from the gunrack. With quiet stealth, she tiptoes across the carpet and out of the circle of candle glow.

Not wanting to be left behind, I also move toward the door, my heart pounding in my ears.

It’s just a power outage—no big deal. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation why nobody’s phones or vehicles work, and there’s absolutely no way someone from our town would try to break inside our house.

Another creak and rustle of clothing. Something clinks together.

Mamma raises the shotgun’s barrel, leveling it at the door.

If it was Daddy outside, he would’ve either knocked or hollered through the door, letting us know it was him.

I grab a nearby fire poker, the heavy metal a comfort in my hands, and slide to my mom’s side, the tool over my shoulder and ready to strike the would-be intruder.

The doorknob rattles.

My grip firms, the knuckles of my hand tight and aching.

Metal rasps against metal, and the door slides open a crack.

Mamma’s finger hovers over the trigger.

Spine straight and elbows out, I ready my arms for a hard swing.

Blond hair contrasts against the darkness, and Daddy cranes his head inside, looking around.

The barrel of the shotgun shakes a foot from his face.

Eyes so round the whites seem to glow in the dark, his mouth falls open. “What in the fuck are you two doing?”

The breath whooshes out of me and I drop the poker in immense relief.

The gun still points at Daddy, but the metallic barrel gives a violent tremor.

“Sarah.” Daddy eases himself inside, laying a hand on the stock. “It’s okay. Put the gun down.”

“Oh, God.” With a muffled cry, she lets the weapon sag toward the floor. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Daddy pries it from her grip with a gentle touch, then hugs her to his broad chest, one hand wrapped around her head and the other propping the gun against the wall. “I should’ve announced myself, but I thought you might be sleeping and I didn’t want to wake anyone up.”

I move to a kitchen chair and sit, my body feeling heavy and drained.

He pushes Mamma away and searches her eyes. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Thank God I didn’t shoot you.” With a shudder, she sags into Daddy’s side. She nods, the ponytail slapping against her neck. “I’ve been imagining all sorts of things and was freaked out.”

“It’s fine. It’s my fault for trying to be too quiet.”

Her throat clears. “Everything good?”

An arm snakes around her waist, and he walks her to the table, to the warm glow of dancing light, and they both take a seat.

He fishes a .9mm from his waist, checks the safety, and sets it on the table.

“Yep, as far as we can tell. The power’s off to the whole town, and everyone we ran into has the same story—nothing, including phones, smoke alarms, battery-powered clocks—you name it—works anymore.”

“What does that mean?” I ask, rubbing my sweaty palm against my jeans. Without air conditioning, even in April, it gets hot in this part of Texas.

“It confirms what I suspect. Some sort of electromagnetic pulse was released, I think. We walked to the park to look for the lights of Abilene, and it was pitch black, too. So it’s widespread.” He tips the chair back and cracks his knuckles. “We checked downtown. Everything’s quiet. One police officer said he saw a ticker on the local news about an unidentified object detected in orbit around Earth right before everything went dark.”

“What?” Mamma’s gasp competes with mine.

“The hell?” I grip the edge of the old wooden table and lean closer to Daddy. “What do you think that means?”

“I don’t know.” Daddy evens his chair, propping an elbow on the surface of the table, and tugs at his beard. “I can only think of two explanations. One: an enemy figured out a way to launch an EMP weapon into space and used it, or two: somebody from out there—” He stabs an index finger toward the ceiling. “—arrived.”

His words send a cold chill across my skin, drying up the sweat as effectively as cool air conditioning.

“Ricky Morgan.” She laughs a high, airy breath of air. “Are you saying aliens?” Her eyes roll and she looks at me.

My mind casts around, thinking of Daddy’s words. “Would anyone have the technology to build such a weapon, you think?”

“I don’t know, Half-pint.” He shakes his head. “I’m sure it’s not impossible, but I don’t see how they could’ve launched it into orbit without being detected. It would’ve taken a massive effort to get it into space, and then probably taken a while to get it into position to do whatever it needed to do.”

Mamma’s gaze bounces from me to Daddy. “You’re serious? You think little green men did this?”

“I don’t know, but whoever did it knew exactly what they were doing.” He leans into his chair and digs in a pocket, pulling out a cigarette.

“Absolutely not.” She stands and props her fists on her hips. “You’re not smoking that disgusting thing in here.” Turning, she heads to the kitchen, as if ignoring the entire conversation. “What do y’all want for breakfast tomorrow? I made some strawberry jam the other day and was hoping to try it out on some biscuits this weekend.”

My eyebrows scrunch together, and I glance at Daddy.

With a slight shake of his head, he jams the unlit cigarette in his mouth. “Come on, Half-pint. Let’s go outside and get some fresh air.”

“Okay...”

Mamma busies herself in the dimly glowing kitchen, opening cabinets only to shut them again, mumbling under her breath.

My attention flickers back to Daddy. “Is she going to be okay?”

He nods. “Give her some space.” A quick squeeze to my shoulder, and he pulls me toward the door.

“Great. While she’s getting space, I’ll be inhaling lung cancer from your secondhand smoke.”

“I’ll make sure to blow the fumes in the other direction.” He ruffles my hair as he passes. “She’ll be fine. You know how she likes to keep herself busy when something’s bothering her. I’m sure the power will be on by morning and everything will be normal.”

I follow him through the door, casting one last look over my shoulder. An undeniable glint of fear flashes across Mamma’s face.
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Without Air Conditioning





Golden sunlight pours through my bedroom blinds, showing hints of the dark blue carpet blanketing the floor, peeking between piles of clothing, books, and CD cases. 

Man, I really should clean my room. I don’t know how I didn’t break my neck last night.

This thought sends a shock through my limbs and I sit up. Grabbing my phone, I mash the home button. Nothing. I’d plugged it in last night hoping the electricity would come on and give it a full charge.

“Damn it.” I throw myself out of bed and head into the kitchen.

Mamma and Daddy sit across from each other, their voices a low murmur. When they see me, they stop talking.

Daddy gives me a grin. “Mornin’ Half-pint.”

Mamma wipes a cheek and turns a bright smile in my direction, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

“We still don’t have power?” I ask, already dreading their answer because it means I’ll miss out on morning coffee.

“Afraid not.” Shaking her head, waves of her reddish-copper hair brush her shoulders.

“Well, this is a bunch of bull—”

Daddy raises his eyebrows and looks pointedly at Mamma, who taps a fingernail on the table.

Biting back a growl, I decide to adjust my word choice. “Crap. Surely the power company’s working on it.”

“About that.” Daddy swallows, the sound loud in the small dining room. “I don’t think it’s coming on any time soon.” His tone is low and serious, and my heart speeds up.

“Why do you think this?” I take a seat at the table, dread pooling in my stomach.

“It’s more of a feeling.” He lifts a bottle of water to his mouth and gulps, as if taking time to think about his answer. With the back of his hand, he swipes his mouth and recaps the drink. “After talking to everyone last night, and giving it some thought, it wouldn’t surprise me if it’s weeks.”

“Weeks? Are you freakin’ serious? We’re about to head into summer and it’s already like an oven.” I let out an exasperated sigh. “Can humans even survive without air conditioning?” My arms cross over my chest. It was sultry and uncomfortable last night without a fan or air conditioner blowing on me.

A loud laugh bursts from Daddy’s mouth. “Damn, Half-pint. How do you think our ancestors lived?”

“Not very comfortably, that’s for sure,” I grumble.

Mamma wrings her hands together, then moves them under the table. “Maybe I should…” Her eyes dart to the dining room window. “Maybe I should look through the fridge and see what can be salvaged. Everything’s still cold, but it’ll spoil soon.” A hand rises to her mouth, and she chews on a nail.

“That’s a good idea.” Daddy leans into his chair. “We can use the grill out back to cook it up. There’s a new bag of charcoal out in the shed. If we run out, that leftover firewood from last winter will do just fine.” He always has an answer for everything, and his take charge attitude is a soothing balm to the inner wariness rising inside me like a high tide.

“Yeah.” Mamma nods, the tight lines next to her mouth smoothing. “I’ll leave the frozen stuff in the freezer because it should still be good until tomorrow. I can cook up everything in the fridge that can’t be saved.” She stands. “We’ll make the best of this and have a feast.”

Relief flows through me, and when I look at Daddy, he gives a conspiratorial wink.

“I’ll help, Mamma.” Standing, I move toward the kitchen.

She holds out an arm to stop me. “Uh, thanks, Tilly, but maybe Daddy needs you?” Her green gaze locks with Daddy’s hazels, and they seem to speak volumes in those few seconds.

“Yeahhhh.” Daddy grabs his water and his half-empty pack of smokes, then loops an arm around my neck. “I want to check some stuff out back.”

I give him a glare. “I can cook, you know.”

“Oh, we know.” He bends toward my ear. “But your mother needs busy work. Besides,” he straightens and grins, “I don’t have to worry about the house catching on fire when she cooks.”

Huffing, I throw off his arm and stomp through the back door, ignoring them both. It’s not my fault they own crappy, thin pans that don’t distribute heat very well. It’s definitely not me.

The clatter of the screen door tells me Daddy’s not far behind.

Still ignoring him, I stride across the thick, green grass and take a seat at an old wooden picnic table, which has hosted many family gatherings throughout the years.

The sun’s rays filter through the skinny persimmon trees and the sprawling pecan branches. From the position of the sun, it’s probably somewhere between nine and ten o’clock. Right now, the temperature is perfect, but come this afternoon, it’ll probably reach the high eighties or low nineties. A slight breeze stirs the air. Really hope Daddy’s wrong and everything starts working before the end of the day.

When he strides through the yard toward the water well, several yellow and green grasshoppers jump into the air, their angry chirps loud in the stillness of the morning.

I scratch my head in thought. There’s no sound other than the wind through the leaves and birdsong. Normally, on a Saturday morning, the ruckus of kids playing in the streets and distant vehicle traffic downtown would be a steady thrum of activity and technology in the background.

Yet, this morning, there’s nothing. It’s unnaturally still and hushed.

Tiny wings of panic flutter in my stomach. A sudden urge to do something, anything, washes over me, and I understand why Mamma needs to keep busy. I jerk myself up and trot to where Daddy’s bent over the small pump house protecting the machinery inside. He unlatches the casing, a lit cigarette hanging from his lips and a thin tendril of smoke spiraling toward the sky.

“Need some help?” My voice sounds bright—too bright.

“Maybe in a second.” He flips a switch on the pump. Nothing happens, of course. “Hmm.” His gaze moves toward the shed. “Go get the generator inside and bring it out, would you?” Standing, he digs around in a pocket, then tosses his keys at me.

They sail through the air. I try to catch them but miss. Grateful for the task, I scoop them from the grass and head over to his shed—which is really a man cave—and open it up.

When I find the bright red machine, I lug it out and half-drag, half-carry the thing to him. “How come we didn’t use this last night?”

“Because…” He checks the gas tank, then gives the cord a hard yank. It remains silent. “…it’s not big enough to power much, and I didn’t think the neighbors would appreciate it if they were trying to sleep.”

Covering my ears, I nod and back away a few steps, ready for the cacophony of sound to assault my ears.

Another quick yank, but the machine sits there in the dappled sunlight—quiet and serene.

I hold my breath, though I’m not sure why.

“Goddamn it.” Daddy’s curse is loud, and my eyes shift automatically to look for Mamma.

I release a pent-up breath. “Not gonna work?”

“No. It’s fried, like every other fuckin’ thing.” A long drag on his cigarette, then he throws it to the ground and stomps it out. “Do me a favor. See if the water inside’s working.”

“Okay.” I walk a couple of steps toward the house.

“But do it in the bathroom. I don’t want your Mamma to worry in case I’m wrong.” His eyes meet mine, serious and troubled.

“Worry about what?” A light sheen of sweat breaks across my body. Why would the water not work? It always works when the power goes out. As a matter of fact, this morning, my toilet flushed just fine.

But didn’t the tank sound funny afterward, like there was air or the water was moving slowly? I shut my inner voice away.

“Go check it and let me know.” He fiddles with the pump again, bending his head to inspect the pipes and connections. “Discretely, though.”

“Okay, I will.” I head up the steps of the wooden deck leading to the back door. The thought of being without fresh, clean water is sobering. Knowing we have a well is small comfort when there’s no way to bring it up from the ground.

Walking through the back door and into the kitchen, the scent of onion fills the air.

Mamma chops tomatoes and scrapes them into a pile next to cut bell peppers and mushrooms. A bowl of beaten eggs sits on the counter.

“Oh, will you tell your Daddy to fire up the grill? I’m going to fry us up some omelets. It’ll be like camping out at the lake.” Gone is the panicked fear in her eyes. In its place is excitement and hope.

“Yeah.” Daddy was right—she just needed something to focus on. “Minus all the cactus and rattlesnakes.”

Chuckling, she grabs the cutting board and knife, then twists to the kitchen sink.

Oh shit. Well, guess there’s no need for me to go to the bathroom to check the water.

Her palm presses the handle upward.

Water rushes out and my shoulders sag. The tiny niggle of dread sitting in the bottom of my belly disappears. Daddy’s wrong. The water’s fine. Everything’s gonna be fine.

Mamma grabs a sponge and washes the cutting board, humming under her breath.

As I turn to head back outside, a loud burst shakes the handle of the faucet. The water sputters, then disappears, leaving only air blowing from the faucet head in undulating bursts.

“This is weird.” She pushes the handle, then lifts it up again. “Hope we don’t have a busted pipe.”

The dread returns, even worse than before. No electricity or water—this can’t be good.

“Use a bottle of water to finish. I’m sure it’s not a big deal. Maybe it’s tied to the power or something.”

With a quick twist of her head, she glances at me from over her shoulder. “Yeah. Maybe so.” A deep line appears between her eyebrows.

I toss an unopened bottle her way. “I’m gonna tell Daddy to get the fire started. Man, I love your omelets. Can’t wait to eat.” Eager to escape her worried gaze, I push open the door and practically streak down the deck steps.

Daddy, now on his knees in the grass, hovers over a disconnected pump, holding white PVC piping in a hand. At the sound of my footsteps, he squints upward, shading his eyes from the strong sunlight slipping through the leaves overhead.

“Well, what’s the verdict?”

“Not good.” I plop onto the grass beside him and run my hands along the thick St. Augustine. Even though we live in West Texas, our lawn is always gorgeous thanks to the well. “Mamma tried to wash some dishes. It worked at first, but then stopped and only air blew out.”

“Here, hold this.” He shifts the top of the piping into my hands. The rest of it disappears down a twelve-inch-wide hole. “I need to rig this so it doesn’t fall in until I figure out how I’m going to make this work.”

“Make what work? The pump?”

“No.” He straightens and pulls a cigarette from a half-crushed pack. “That pump is never going to work again.” With a flick of the lighter, he touches the flame to the end of the cancer stick and inhales deeply.

“Those things are gonna kill you.” My free hand bats at the air and I give a fake cough. “You’re also going to kill your daughter, too. Hope you’re happy with yourself.”

His callused fingers rub my head and he releases a happy laugh. “I can always count on you to keep me in line, can’t I?”

“It’s not funny. Those things are mini-coffins.”

Shaking his head, he rummages in a small toolbox until he finds some rope, then loops it around a bend in the piping and turns to connect to the pump, securing it to the nearby faucet.

“There. That’ll hold it for now.” He stands and offers me a hand. “How’d your Mamma take it when the water quit?”

“Uh, she looked a little panicky, but I told her to use some bottled water and reminded her omelets were one of my favorites.” I dust the bits of grass and dirt from my jeans. “She didn’t flip out and said to start the fire so she can cook.”

“You did good, Tilly.” He motions me toward the grill. “Fire that thing up and let’s make your Mamma happy. I’m starving.”

“Me, too.” One last stare at the broken pump, and then my thoughts shift to breakfast. “I could eat the ass-end of a horse right now.”

“Shit, Half-pint.” Daddy snickers. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come down to that.”

Even though he’s joking, something in his tone is serious underneath the laughter and a shiver skitters along my spine like hairy spider legs.
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Knock Knock





Two hours later, all three of us are stuffed. Like a food wizard, Mamma cooked omelets, sausage, bacon, and hash browns, and everything tasted delicious, especially with the outdoor grill adding the smoky flavor. 

Leaning into my chair, I avert my eyes from the little bit of food leftover. “Ugh. I’m so stuffed I feel like I’m going to bust open like a fat tick.”

“Tilly, that’s disgusting.” Mamma wads up a paper napkin and throws it on her plate.

Daddy rubs his flat stomach. “Whew, woman,” he shifts closer to Mamma, “I think that was the best breakfast I’ve ever tasted.” He nuzzles her ear. “Maybe I should marry you.”

“Gross.” I chunk a napkin their way. “Daughter in the vicinity, remember?”

A blush spreads on Mamma’s cheeks, taking away ten years from her face, reminding me how pretty she is. Even though their public displays of affection are mortifying, their love for one another is undeniable.

He presses a soft kiss to her cheek. “Wouldn’t want to embarrass our daughter, now would we?”

With an apologetic glance and soft smile toward me, she stands and clears dishes from the table.

I snort and pitch in, stacking my plate onto Daddy’s.

Knock, knock, knock.

“Probably Mr. Miller.” I set the dishes down and head toward the front door.

“Oh, invite him in, Tilly. There’s still leftovers on the counter and I don’t want them going to waste.” She tilts her head. “I’m a terrible neighbor. I should’ve invited him over for our impromptu brunch.” One hand filled with plates, the other with cups, she heads for the kitchen.

“No.” Daddy grabs my elbow. “Let me.”

“Okay.” I shrug. “But it’s Saturday, so I doubt it’s a salesman.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about,” he whispers under his breath while throwing a furtive glance toward Mamma, who disappears into the kitchen.

Again, those cold, prickly fingers of icy dread crawl through my veins to settle into my stomach. Before I can ask what he means, he stalks into the living room, grabs the Remington from its rack, and yanks open the door.

With his fist upraised as if to knock again, Maximillian stands on the porch with a gun pointed at his face.

“Oh my God.” I rush over. “Put the gun down, Daddy.” Embarrassment and irritation flare inside me. What the hell is he doing here?

Daddy’s eyes rake over him, no doubt taking in the grungy black jeans with their wallet chain, biker boots, and simple black t-shirt.

“Do you know this punk, Tilly?” Even though he speaks to me, his eyes never leave Max’s face.

“Afternoon, sir.” Max, even with a powerful weapon shoved into his face, doesn’t bat an eyelash. “Tilly offered to help me with a project.”

Lowering the gun, Daddy finally turns his attention to me. “Is that so?”

No. What project? But I keep my thoughts in my head. I’m not sure if Daddy would shoot him or not, and I don’t want to find out.

“Uh, yeah.” I widen my eyes at Max, as if to ask what project?

“You ready?” He gestures out to the yard.

“Hold on a minute.” Daddy takes me by the shoulder and shuts the door in Max’s face.

“Oh my God—you just—”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to be out of the house today until we figure out what’s going on with the power.” He scowls, shifting his eyes toward the door as if he can see through its wooden core. “Especially with that guy. He looks like bad news.”

“Daddy.” I roll my eyes. “He’s a biker, like you, so you really don’t have any room to talk.” Even though he has a point, my curiosity is getting the best of me. I’ve never had a guy come over to my house, and honestly—the idea of getting away for a little while sounds good, no matter who I’m with.

Probably realizing it’s a losing battle, Daddy shakes his head. “Just be careful, Half-pint.” He squeezes me into a tight hug. “And don’t go too far. I think everything will be okay for the next few days, but it’s hard to tell.”

“What do you mean?” I let him go. “You said everything in town looked okay last night.”

He scratches his neck. “I really don’t like the idea of you out alone before we know what’s going on.”

“I won’t be alone—I’ll be with Max.”

A small scowl, and he gives me a serious stare. “If anything, and I mean anything looks weird, you come straight home, you hear? And don’t go very far.”

“I promise, Daddy.” I hug his neck.

“Then go have fun, but if he tries anything funny, kick him in the crotch, you hear?”

“Ha. Trust me, guys aren’t interested in me. He really does have some kind of project he wants me to help him with.” Hopefully, it’s not illegal.

“Be home before dark.”

“I will.” I kiss his bearded cheek and pull open the door, excitement replacing the ball of dread in my stomach.

Max leans against a column, picking his nails with a small pocketknife.

Seeing me, he flips the blade into the handle and shoves it into a pocket, revealing a wide smile. “Ready for some fun?”

With the door firmly closed at my back, I give him a bored stare. “Your idea of fun and my idea of fun are probably two different things.”

He laughs, and it’s one of those loud, lingering laughs. With a push off the column, he hops from the porch and heads toward the street.

“Seriously.” I follow, my curiosity spurring me forward. “We better not be doing anything illegal.”

My joke yesterday about robbing a bank wasn’t too far off the mark. Last year, he and another kid a grade above were questioned about breaking into the school and trashing Mr. Sanders’s office. Several laptops were stolen, but no one could ever prove Max and his buddy took them.

A bicycle rests against the fence and he jerks it upright, straddling the seat.

“Wow.” Unable to help myself, a snort bursts out. “Nice ride. Looks good with your angry biker attire. Too bad you don’t actually have your Harley.”

His gray-blue eyes give a dangerous twinkle. “It wouldn’t start this morning, like everything else.”

“Yeah, same problem here.” I walk closer but cross my arms over my chest. Does he expect me to trot beside him like a dog? “Where are we going, and how am I supposed to get there if there’s only one ride?”

“We’re going to have fun.” He points a finger toward the back tire, where silver footholds flare out from the axle. “Put your feet on those and hold onto me.”

“Uh, no thanks.” Taking a step backwards, my butt hits the fence. There’s no way I’m getting close to him—I don’t even know him very well.

“Suit yourself.” He shrugs and grips the handlebars. “Stay safe in your house with your parents like a good little girl.” Two pumps of his legs and he pedals away.

The bastard. He doesn’t know anything about me. Anger rises, but that thrill of excitement competes and overrides the other emotion.

“Wait.” I step onto the road.

A few people in the neighborhood tinker with their cars. One person bends over his water meter and scratches his head.

Max’s black t-shirt stretches across his back, revealing a tight, muscular frame. He stares at me from over a shoulder, a brown lock of hair falling over an eye.

When I reach him, he offers a hand toward me. “Well, come on, Lookout. Saddle up and hang on.”

With a quick glance to make sure no one’s looking, I grip his fingers and throw myself onto the bike. Once situated, I place my palms lightly against his shoulders, fighting an urge to jump off and run inside the house.

Am I really going to do this?

Yes. I can’t bear the thought of sticking around the house all day and letting Mamma’s worry leach under my skin. Daddy’s better at comforting her, anyway. Besides, without electricity, there’s nothing to do besides read, and I didn’t pick up any new books from the library.

“Here we go.” Max pedals, and the bike races down the street of my neighborhood.

Wind whips against my face, throwing my hair everywhere. It’s eerily quiet, but it’s not as noticeable with the rushing breeze assaulting my ears.

“Hang on, Lookout.” He goes faster, legs pumping manically.

I crouch and grip him around the chest, his spicy cologne invading my nose. “Jesus. You’re gonna kill us on this thing if you don’t slow down,” I yell.

“Well, at least we’ll die happy.” He lets go of the handlebars. “Look, Ma, no hands.”

“You’re freakin’ crazy.” Great, I’m going to die by crashing on a bicycle. How embarrassing.

A hoarse, unintelligible shout is the only response.

Terror sets in and I squeeze him tighter, hiding my face in his neck, sure he’s going to wreck us. Imagine if he’d brought his motorcycle…

Shudders course up my spine. “Dear God, please let me live and I promise to stop getting into fights at school. Amen.”

Max laughs like a maniac.
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The Lookout





Ten blocks closer to the outer city limits, Max stops in front of a pristine home, complete with manicured lawns, trimmed hedges, and an impressive stone fountain—minus the running water. 

“Hop off. I need to grab something on the way.”

Letting go of his shoulders, I swing a leg over the bike and move away from him.

With the toe of a boot, he pushes the kickstand to the ground and props the bike on the sidewalk.

“Your house is nice. Looks new.” The garage is open, showing a sleek Volvo inside. “Where’s your motorcycle?”

Ignoring me, he strides to the covered porch. Stopping at the ornate white and gold door, he digs in a pocket. “Forgot my keys.” He pulls out a couple pieces of slim metal and jabs them into the lock.

“What the hell? Knock and get your parents to open it.”

“Mom’s dead and Dad’s in another state with work.” He hunches closer, obstructing part of my view.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I never knew he only had one parent. Probably because I don’t know him—period.

“It was a long time ago.” His brows draw inward, and he gives a half-shrug, keeping his attention on his hands. Tiny metallic scraping noises come from whatever he’s doing.

“I’m kind of scared to ask this, but why do you carry lockpicks and more importantly—do you actually know how to use them?”

A soft click answers my question.

He lifts an eyebrow and grins, revealing straight, perfect teeth. “Nope.” A twist of the knob. “Don’t know how to use them at all.”

Shaking my head, I follow. What a nut, breaking into his own house.

The foyer is several feet long, and his fingers flip the light switch, but nothing happens.

Turning to me, he swipes the hair from his eyes. “Still no power.”

I shut the front door, which darkens the area. Now that I’m here alone in his house, my excitement ebbs and nervous flutters kick in. “What are we doing?”

“I told you, I forgot something.” He leans around the edge of a wall to look at the large living room. “I’m going to head upstairs, but I need you to stay here and be my lookout—keep an eye outside and holler if anyone heads this way.”

“What?” I plant a fist on my hip. “Why would I need to watch for someone?”

“Just do it. It won’t take but a minute.” Before I can say another word, he lopes up the stairs and disappears.

Still confused and not entirely sure what’s going on, I take a quick peek through the burgundy-colored curtains. The bike still rests on the sidewalk, and as far as I can tell, it’s quiet on the street.

“This is stupid. Why would he need a lookout for his own house? It doesn’t make sense.”

Soft shuffling noises float from upstairs.

Narrowing my eyes, I abandon the living room and follow his trail.

At the top of the stairs, the rustling grows louder as I approach the second open door on the right. When I peek inside, Max is bent over a slender, white desk, flinging papers out of a drawer, his hands running along the insides as if searching for something.

On one wall of the room is a pink and purple unicorn poster. The four-post, queen-sized bed sports a pink, fluffy comforter. Gauzy white curtains drape from each corner.

“Nice room, but it sure jars with your macho image.” I giggle. Must be his sister’s room.

He jumps at least a foot. “Damn it. You’re supposed to be watching.” A flash of annoyance tugs at the corner of his mouth, causing a grimace. “Not creeping up on me.”

“It’s stupid to be watching your front yard. Why don’t you let me help you find whatever it is you’re looking for?”

Opening his mouth to speak, he freezes. “Aha.” One hand rises in triumph. When he opens it up, a gold high school senior ring rests on his palm. The band is thick with a topaz in the setting. A delicate chain loops through it so it can be worn as a pendant.

“That’s what you forgot?” It doesn’t add up. Why would he not be wearing it on his finger? I’d wanted one myself, but they’d been too expensive, and I knew if I asked Mamma and Daddy, they’d buy one anyway and I didn’t want to put the financial strain on them.

He shoves it in his pocket. “Yep.”

“Why’s it in your sister’s room?” I spread a hand toward the bed.

His straight, brown eyebrows pull inward, and he gives the room a quick glance. “Not my sister’s room, that’s for sure.” When his gaze lands on me again, laughter dances in his eyes.

“What?” My tone is flat, and I blink, feeling the beginnings of rage creeping through my veins.

“In case you’re hard of hearing—” He moves closer and bends toward my ear. “—I said not my sister’s.”

“Then who’s room…” Realization dawns. No wonder he wanted a lookout. Oh my God, I’m such a damned idiot.

A quiet laugh shakes his chest. “Your face.”

“You shitass.” I march out of the room, blood rushing between my ears. An urge to turn around and punch him in the kisser beats in time with my pulse.

“Aw, come on. Isn’t the thrill of breaking the law fun?”

“I’m gonna kill you.” When we reach the bottom of the stairs, two voices—a male and female—chatter in the direction of the front yard. “Oh, fuck.” Desperate, I look for a way out.

“Come on.” He shoulders me aside, grabs my hand, and drags me through a hallway leading farther into the house, away from the front.

The metallic sound of a key in the doorknob spurs my feet to a run.

Still laughing, although quietly, Max throws open clear glass patio doors and pulls me into the backyard. Dragging me through a tropical garden, he stops at a tall wooden gate and presses his ear to the barrier, holding a finger in a shh motion.

Only the call of birds and breeze can be heard.

“Hey,” from inside the home, a female voice breaks the stillness, “someone left the back door open.” Emory. My heart races in my chest so fast it feels like it’s going to jump out of my throat.

Max throws a wicked smile towards the back door, lifts the gate latch, and jerks me through. Letting go of my hand, he sprints to the front yard.

Like a madwoman, I tear off after him, terrified he’ll leave me here to try and explain why I was in her house like some common thief.

Max is already on the bike, and I throw myself behind him, standing on the metal footholds and smacking his shoulder. “Go, go, go,” I hiss.

Quick as lightning, he shoots us along the street. When we’re a block away, I slap him upside the head. “What were you thinking, you jackass?”

“Ow. Stop that.”

“If we get caught for breaking and entering, I’m going to do more than slap your head, you thieving asshole.”

“It’s not stealing if it’s something I own.” He rounds a corner.

I lean into it with him, unable to quit glancing over my shoulder at the empty road.

“Why does Emory have your ring?”

“Because we used to date until she broke up with me.”

“Date?” I grip him tighter. “I never knew.”

“No one did. She was too embarrassed, I guess.” The park lies ahead, only a block away. “And for some reason, she wouldn’t give my ring back. So I took matters into my own hands.”

“Why was she embarrassed to tell people y’all were dating?”

“Why do you think, Lookout?” He slows his speed and coasts to the parking lot in front of the park. “Girls like her enjoy bad boys, but she’s too important to be seen with me.” Coming to a stop, he parks the bike.

I hop off and look around.

Two families grill, and several small kids run and scream on the playground in a game of tag. Overall, though, the park’s not bursting at the seams for a Saturday afternoon. Usually, there’d be at least a dozen people using the grills and picnic tables.

Guess the strange electricity issues wrecked everyone’s plans.

Max stands, props the bike, and stretches. With a shit-eating grin in place, he pulls out the ring, unclasps the chain, and shoves it onto his finger. “Much better.” He drops the necklace to the gravel at his feet and pivots toward the sidewalk.

Scooping up the gold chain, I tuck it into a pocket and grab his upper arm. “Hey, asshole. Don’t ever do that to me again. I don’t appreciate being in the dark, and I certainly don’t appreciate being part of a crime scene.”

“Oh, good grief. No one caught us, and we didn’t even steal anything, because you can’t be a thief if the item is yours to begin with.”

“You’re right, we didn’t steal a damn thing—you did.” I release his arm and march to the road. “I’m going home. You’re a dangerous nutjob.”

“Oh, come on, Tilly, don’t be like that.” From behind, his fingers grasp my elbow.

“Get away from me.” I jerk from his touch and keep walking, willing my irritation away before I reach back and punch his gut.

“You’re telling me it didn’t feel good to sneak into Emory’s house and steal something from underneath her nose.” His footsteps keep time with mine, and he strides beside me as I stalk down the road.

It did feel kind of good, but I hate to admit this to myself.

“After all the shit she’s given you throughout the years, I’m surprised you didn’t steal something yourself.”

I clench my fists, my body stiff. “Just because I hate her guts doesn’t give me the right to take her things, Max. That’s wrong.”

“Oh, but it feels so right.” His stormy ocean eyes twinkle. Digging in a pocket, he pulls out the small blue stress ball and bounces it off my forehead.

“Stop, you ass.” I try to snatch it out of the air, but he’s too quick.

“Come on, you don’t have to walk. I’ll give you a ride home.”

“No thanks.” Pivoting, I resume pounding the paved road. “I’d rather walk in one-hundred-degree heat than spend one more minute in your company.”

“Suit yourself.” His footsteps stop and my body relaxes.

The nerve of this guy.

Flipping him the bird over my shoulder, I head home, wondering what the hell I was thinking this morning when I let myself be talked into his law-breaking escapade.
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Old Geezers





Even though I’ve only been gone a couple of hours, something feels different about my neighborhood. 

The smoky scent of barbecue wafts through the air, and smoke rises from several different backyards.

Daddy, Mr. Miller, Hank, and Davey congregate on our front porch, their hands flying wildly as they talk.

I unlatch the gate and walk up the sidewalk.

“And I say someone should head to Abilene and see what they can find.” Mr. Miller takes a swig from a brown bottle of beer. “If nothing works and they don’t have electricity, which is almost certain since we couldn’t see their lights last night, they still might know something. After all, they have that Air Force base over there.” He swishes the bottle in his hand. “Maybe they got some kind of secret project going on and created this whole mess to begin with.”

Dave Hollinger, a few years younger than Mr. Miller, but still older than Daddy, holds up a hand. “I think we should worry about ourselves and our town, first. If we’ve lost power permanently, it’s only a matter of time before desperation sets in and people panic. And that’s never a good thing.”

Daddy gently rocks in one of our old wooden rocking chairs and drags on a cigarette, the orange glow bright under the covered porch. “I think you’re both right.”

I make my way to the group, stepping as lightly as possible. When Daddy sees me, I know he’ll smile and sweep this serious conversation under a rug, not wanting me to worry.

“Davey, I think you should canvas the surrounding neighborhoods and see who’d be interested in helping out the police with patrols.” He bends over and stubs the tip of his cigarette against the concrete at his feet, then glances to Mr. Miller. “And if you’re up for it, James, you and I can take a couple of bicycles to Abilene and get a feel for what’s going on.” Daddy casts a speculative look at the older man, maybe trying to determine if the man is fit enough to bike ten miles into the city and back without keeling over from a heart attack. “Or we could see if one of the ranchers would lend us a horse or two.”

“I want to go with you.” The words pop out of my mouth before I have a chance to think.

All four men whip around to face me.

“Half-pint, there you are.” His eyes glance around the yard. “Where’s your new boyfriend?”

I climb the steps. “Max is not my boyfriend, Daddy.” Nope, just a crazy psycho who has no qualms about breaking and entering people’s houses.

“What?” Mr. Miller cackles. “Little Tilly has a beau?”

“I dunno what the hell a beau is, but if you’re implying it’s a boyfriend, then that’s disgusting.” I prop a hand on my hip and give each man a glare. “Okay, you old geezers. I wanna help with whatever it is y’all are planning.”

Daddy’s eyes crinkle with a smile. “We’re shootin’ the breeze, that’s all.”

I hate being left out, feeling like I’m only a child and couldn’t possibly understand what they’re talking about.

“Whatever.” Turning my nose up, I open the screen door.

As I grab the doorknob, Daddy says, “Come here. Don’t get angry.” He pats an empty rocker. “Us old geezers are talking about the power—or lack thereof.”

For a moment, I think about ignoring his olive branch and storming inside, but that would be something a child would do, and I want to be included in their adult conversation. So, instead, I release the handle, square my shoulders, and take a seat next to my dad.

Mr. Miller winks, then tosses a piece of butterscotch candy my way. “I take it you heard our ideas?”

I can’t hide a grin as I pop it into my mouth. “Yep.” I nod. “And you wanna know my suggestion?”

“Sure.” Daddy pulls out a fresh pack of cigarettes, taps the end of the pack against his palm, then rips the cellophane and lights up.

“Jesus. Didn’t know you were offering lung cancer, too.”

He exhales and blows the smoke away from me, his chest shaking with silent laughter.

“I think checking out Abilene and forming a group to monitor the town’s a good plan. But we should also get a tally of food about to go bad, and hold something like a block party, that way things don’t go to waste and you can casually present the patrol idea without alarming everyone.”

Davey rubs his grizzled jawline, and Mr. Miller taps a finger against his chair, as if in thought.

Daddy stares at me for a few seconds. “Hmm. It could work.”

Stirrings of pride swarm through my veins at feeling useful and included.

Ruffling my hair, Daddy grins. “My little girl is growing up.”

And now he ruined it. “Stop that.” Fire climbs my neck and cheeks.

A soft snicker comes from Mr. Miller’s direction and I throw him a scowl.

“Giving out extra food about to spoil will work right now because people aren’t likely to be too alarmed. They’ll expect the power to come on soon—hell, we all do.” Davey runs a hand through his hair. “But what happens in a few weeks if we’re still without electricity and food gets low?”

A sense of foreboding hangs over my head with the mental picture his words conjure.

The men’s eyes meet and then slide away.

“Let’s just pray it doesn’t last that long,” Mr. Miller says.

“It’s a valid point, and something we need to be prepared for.” Daddy flicks his ashes into an old coffee can sitting on the floor next to his chair. “Sarah’s always grown a garden and cans most of what we don’t use. If this situation goes on for very long, it might not be a bad idea for everyone to do the same.” He glances toward the grassy yard. “It’s the first of May. There’s still a little bit of time to plant certain vegetables, but not long.”

“Well, let’s not jump the gun.” Mr. Miller stands. “I say we head into Abilene tomorrow and get a feel for what’s going on.” A few tufts of stray white hairs float above his ears. “But today, we should knock on a few doors and see who wants to hold a neighborhood cookout and help with keeping the town safe.”

We nod our heads in agreement and head out to spread the word.
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Hit Me One More Time





Most neighbors seemed delighted at the idea of having a block party. I don’t know if it’s because it gives them something to do, or the camaraderie, or what, but it was easier than I expected. A few scowled and said no thanks, but for the most part, nearly every family agreed to participate. 

Daddy did most of the talking and asked a few of the men and women—those he knew were military veterans—if they’d be interested in forming a civil patrol. Everyone said yes.

With no way to tell the time, we informed people to meet in the evening on Hunt Street, which is the road in front of my house.

Daddy, Mr. Miller, and Davey place extra lawn chairs and tables on the street. Several grills sit in a line, their smoky scent and meaty treasures lacing the air.

My stomach growls.

Mamma steps out of the front door, holding a dish in her hand. “My, what a transformation.” Her eyes sweep the street. “Too bad we can’t string some lights up for when it gets dark.” Walking toward the picnic table Daddy and I lugged out earlier, she places a covered casserole onto the surface.

Daddy looks up from his grill, sets down a spatula, and walks to her. Grabbing her around the waist, he pulls her into his chest and kisses her forehead. “Yum. Is that Frito salad I smell?”

“Yep.” She winds her arms around his neck. “I didn’t want the cheese and lettuce to go bad, so thought I’d whip it up. This is going to be one strange potluck.” A nervous laugh escapes her mouth. “Surely the power will come back by Monday. People have to work and go to school. Plus, we need water for baths and such.”

Daddy’s stare cuts to me and his lips tighten.

I raise my eyebrows, unsure what to say.

He focuses on Mamma again and plasters a smile on his mouth. “I’m sure it’ll come on soon.” He pushes her back a bit and takes her hand. “But if it doesn’t, we’ll figure things out. Everything’s going to be fine, honey.”

I turn away, not wanting to intrude on their intimate moment. Walking a few feet down the street, I think about his words. Everything’s going to be fine. Why does this feel like a comforting lie?

Whack. Something smacks against the back of my head.

“Ow.” I reach up out of reflex.

A male voice snickers.

Whipping around, my eyes land on Max, who’s straddling his bike and grinning like the Cheshire cat. “Ugh. What the hell are you doing here, asshole?”

“Aw. Now is that any way to treat your partner in crime?” His boot tips the kickstand, and he pushes off the seat. With a quick throw, the ball bounces off my shoulder.

“We’re not partners in anything, you psycho.” I grasp at the squishy sphere and almost catch it before it bounces to the asphalt.

He dives, scoops it into a palm, and smacks my forehead with it, amusement flitting across his face.

“Hit me one more time—” I raise a fist. “—and I’m going to shove that thing so far up your—”

Smack. The soft ball thumps my nose.

A curtain of red fury falls across my vision. Reaching out to punch him in the mouth, my fist hits empty air.

“Whew.” His hand pushes on the top of my head, keeping me out of reach of his body. “You should watch that temper. Somebody might get hurt.”

From the corner of my eye, Daddy disentangles himself from Mamma and heads my way, his eyes hard and mouth set in a firm line.

Crap. I’m about to get in trouble. I cast a quick glance to where Mamma stands, turning to chat with another neighbor, her back to me, thank God.

“Let me go.” With great effort, I lower my fists and tuck them under my arms.

Max’s perfect teeth flash in a wide smile.

The crunch of gravel behind me announces my dad’s presence.

Max lets go of my head as if he’s touching a hot burner. He takes a step backward, stuffing his hands into his jean pockets.

Turning, I raise my palms up. “Sorry, Daddy. I didn’t hit him, though—”

“You touch my daughter again,” Daddy’s low voice growls, his hard eyes on Max’s face, “and I’ll string your balls on a fucking rope and bounce them against your forehead. Got it?” His index finger jabs over my shoulder at Max.

I stand between them, mouth hanging open like I’m trying to catch flies. Twisting to the side, I throw a hand on Daddy’s chest. Even though Max is becoming a pain in my ass, he hasn’t done anything to hurt me.

“I’m okay.” My throat clears. “We were just messing around.”

Daddy finally peels his gaze from Max and studies my face. “You were angry, I can tell.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Morgan. I shouldn’t have teased Tilly.”

One furtive glance his way reveals his hands outward, a look of contriteness on his face. At least, to anyone who didn’t know him. Under that mask, though, I see something else. Mirth? A challenge? It’s hard to tell because I don’t know Max very well, either.

“He’s being an annoying jerk. I’m fine, really.”

Taking a step back, Daddy’s shoulders relax. “Okay, Half-pint, I trust you.” His stare flickers to Max again, raking him from head to toe. “But if I ever see you throw anything at her again, or hold her against her will, I promise you it’ll be the last thing you do.”

“Duly noted, sir.”

Daddy stills for a few seconds then reaches for the pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket. With a grunt, he stalks toward the smoking grill.

“Jesus, your dad’s intense,” Max breathes out.

“Yeah, you’re lucky he didn’t show you his gun again, jerkwad.” I head toward the backyard, ignoring his presence completely.

“I wasn’t going to hurt you.” He laughs. “Actually, I was trying to protect myself from your furious little fists.”

Instead of responding, I open the gate, walk through, and shut it behind me.

He stops at the chain link, resting his forearms on the top. “Whatcha doin’?”

“None of your damn business. Go away.” Throwing open the shed door, I rummage inside, looking for the tiki torches from last year. Spotting them propped against the wall, I furrow my brow and inspect the rest of the shed.

Where did I put the oil last year?

Tools line the walls, hanging from their individual pegs. A heavy-duty table sits in the corner, covered with several of Daddy’s woodworking tools and a few unfinished projects, such as a step stool and a new soap mold he’d promised Mamma.

I shift a couple of sealed plastic bins until I find one labeled “camping gear.” Tearing off the top, I dig inside until I spot the canister of oil, grab it, and reseal the storage container.

“Nice little place in here.”

Yelping, I jump, whirl, and stumble into his chest. “What are you doing? Stalk much?” Embarrassment colors my cheeks when I realize I’m still touching his chest.

With a steadying grip on my upper arm, he lets go and grins. “Thought ya might need some help.”

“No thank you.” I grab the five long torches, stuff the can of oil under an arm, and march out, ignoring him.

“Oh, come on. Why are you mad at me?”

“Are you serious?” Pivoting, I look up at his face. “You broke into someone’s house today. And that’s not even the worst part—you made me your accomplice.”

“Gimme that.” His fingers jerk the sticks from my hand and we play a silent tug of war for a few seconds. “Besides, you can’t tell me it didn’t feel good doing something illegal—especially to Emory. I saw it in your eyes. You might’ve been scared, but you were also excited.”

“You don’t know me.” Maybe if I ignore him completely, he’ll get bored and go away. “So don’t tell me what I felt.”

“I’d like to remedy getting to know you.”

“Why?” I throw open the gate, walk through, then fling it backward without looking, hoping it makes with contact the annoying thorn in my side named Maximillian Jacobsen.

“Because I figure the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

For some reason, something inside of me deflates. Of course, not because he actually likes me or something. That would be ridiculous.

When I reach the front yard, without a word, I turn around and yank the bamboo sticks from his arms.

His expensive cologne scents the air when he moves toward me. He shrugs, grabs the stress ball from his pocket, and squeezes. “Okay, well, maybe I had an ulterior motive—and not just because I thought you’d enjoy getting back at Emory.”

“Don’t care.” I jam the end of the stick into the ground, but the dirt’s dry and it won’t sink deep enough. Wiping a drop of sweat from my brow, I try again. “Go away, Max. I want nothing to do with you.”

“Shit, Tilly, give me a chance.” His fingers wrap around the wood, and the senior ring, with its topaz gemstone, seems to wink at me. One quick thrust and it sits steady and straight. “Originally, I wanted to ask you to the dance tonight, but one look at your face yesterday and I was afraid you’d shoot me down. Of course, it’s a moot point now since nothing works and there’s not any electricity.”

My heart beats so loudly I can hear it pounding against my eardrums. No one has ever asked me to a dance, or even asked me out. I lick my lips and search his face.

Those blue eyes, circled by a darker ring of cobalt, stare back at me. A strand of brown hair drapes over an eyebrow, threatening to fall into his vision. Day-old stubble covers his jaw. He is kind of cute.

Yeah, in a rough, criminally insane kind of way.

Still, there’s something in his face, an unspoken question.

“Thought you said I didn’t look like the dancing type of girl?” Turning, I grip another bamboo stick and try to place it five feet away. The stupid thing won’t penetrate the dry, cracked dirt.

“You don’t.” His fingers brush mine as he twists the stick, pushing it deeper. “But I wanted to get back at Emory, make her jealous.” Seemingly satisfied with its placement, he wipes his hands together and tilts his head.

“So you wanted to use me again.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I tap my foot, trying not to show my disappointment.

“Yeah.” His head twists to take in the growing crowd of people carrying covered dishes to the tables lining the road. “Guess that makes me a bad person, huh?” The look on his face, dejected and embarrassed, is at odds with the guy I know—at least by reputation.

He always strolled the hall as if ready to bash people’s heads in, but this evening, with the lowering sun shining in his face, I remember he’s little more than a boy.

I can’t decide if should be offended or laugh. “Oh, fine.” I point to the next spot, and he jabs a torch into the ground. “I guess I forgive you.” A lone giggle sneaks out. “You definitely took my mind off of things for a little while with that crazy stunt.”

His face breaks into a dazzling smile and he offers a high five.

Shaking my head, against my better judgment, I slap my palm to his.

He grabs it and laces his fingers through mine. “If you’re not doing anything tomorrow, wanna hang out?”

The feel of his warm skin makes me uncomfortable, and I yank my hand away and shrug, not meeting his glance. “Dunno. I’m going to help Daddy with organizing a patrol, or maybe bike into Abilene to see how things are going there, so I’m not sure how much time I’ll have.”

“Great. I’ll come with you. I’d love to help.”

“Did you invite yourself?” I laugh, unable to hide a grin.

“No.” He walks away a few feet and inserts the next torch. “You just invited me.”
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Tilly Becomes Human Again





Without air conditioning, I tossed and turned all night. Sunrise creeps through my blinds and I drag myself from bed. 

This having no power sucks.

Since there’s no running water, Daddy rigged a pulley system above the well opening with a small bucket at the end. We’ve only been using it to force the toilet to flush since Mamma has a couple of cases of bottled water in the pantry, but it would be nice to take a bath.

Sighing at the bathtub, I use the toilet then squirt some toothpaste on my toothbrush and brush, using a few drops of bottled water to swish in my mouth.

Finishing up, I wander into the kitchen.

Mamma, dressed in a forest green tank top and cargo shorts, is frowning at a line of Mason jars on the counter.

“What’s going on?” I poke my head into the pantry and grab a cereal bar.

“I’m wondering how I’m going to do canning without the stove.” She wipes her hands on a towel. “I can’t even sterilize the jars properly because I don’t know if the grill will generate enough heat to reach the right temperature.” That little line of worry appears between her brows.

“Well, if it came down to it, can’t we build a fire pit or something in the backyard?”

She taps a jagged nail against her chin. “Hmm. It could work.” A tentative smile forms. “But I’m sure we won’t need to. The power’s gotta come on soon.”

It’s not only the power that’s the issue, Mamma. Even though I want to say this, I keep my mouth shut. Reminding her no one’s phone or car works is probably not the best way to keep her anxiety in check.

“Well, we need a fire pit anyway. Daddy’s got all those old bricks out there on the side of his shed. Might as well use them for something.” Rummaging through the cabinets, I find a plastic container of unopened coffee. “It’d be fun to sit in the backyard in the fall and roast marshmallows.”

“Oh, what a great idea.” Her eyes sparkle, and she points to the coffee in my hand. “Hankering for your caffeine?”

“Yes. I’m trying to figure out how I’m going to make coffee on the grill.”

“Well…” She bends and opens one of the bottom cabinets. Pushing her arm and shoulder inside, she digs for a few minutes, the muffled sounds of dishes clinking against one another reaching my ears. “It just so happens you’re in luck. This little camping pitcher should work fine.”

The dented, silver container plops into my hand. “Now, fill this with water and after it boils, put your coffee in a filter, tie it off, and voila, Tilly becomes human again.”

“Ha.” I snatch the needed items and give her a peck on the cheek. “Thank you. You’re a jack of all trades, you know. You’re our secret weapon for survival.”

Her smile falters, and I want to kick myself for not watching my mouth. I try to change the subject. “You and Daddy want some?”

Shaking her head, she snickers. “I don’t know that it’ll be fit for consumption if you’re making it.”

I roll my eyes. “So not funny.”

“But true.” With a quick shrug, she turns and inspects her jars again.

With a sigh, I stalk out the back door.

Daddy, an early riser like Mamma, is tinkering with the well again. “Hey there, Half-pint.”

“Mornin’, Daddy.” Popping the top of the grill, I clean out ash from last night and place fresh charcoal inside. “Can I borrow your lighter? I’m going to make some coffee.”

He tosses it through the air, and I fumble it into my hands.

Putting the flame to the instant-light charcoal, I glance at him again. “Whatcha doing?”

“Oh, I’m trying to figure out an easier way to get water, besides using this bucket.”

“Why?” While the charcoal slowly burns, I move to stand beside him.

“Because—” He stands and wipes the dirt from his hands. “—I don’t think the power’s coming back.” His eyes are serious. “And even if it did, everyone I’ve talked to said anything with circuitry is broken, which means electricity is useless.”

I fight back a shiver that has nothing to do with the weather. “What does this mean, then? Are we going to die?”

“No.” His voice is fierce, and he grabs both of my upper arms. “Absolutely not. I won’t let anything happen to you and your mother.” A hand gestures toward the garden against the fence in the back corner of the yard. “We’ve already got food growing. Your mother has tons of stuff canned and stocked in the cellar, and we have a water well. Everything we need to survive this year is here for us.” He lets go and glances to the houses across the alley. “The problem is going to be keeping it if things get bad.”

“People won’t try to steal our stuff, will they?”

“If things get desperate, there’s no telling what will happen. Which means we need to try to nip it in the bud beforehand. If I can convince the community to share and help each other out, I don’t see why anyone would have to go without, but it’s going to mean hard work by everyone.”

“This is so crazy. I can’t believe, in one night, we lost everything. It doesn’t even make sense. Wouldn’t the government come to help everyone?”

“Not if they’re also affected.” He grabs my elbow and moves us to the picnic table, where he and I take a seat. “I think whatever this is, it’s big. Maybe even worldwide. Haven’t you noticed there’ve been no planes in the sky, no trains barreling across the tracks, and not one sliver of traffic from the highway?”

“So, you think it’s a terrorist attack?”

“I’m not sure. It could be natural, like solar flares from the sun, but I don’t think so.”

A shiver crawls across my arms.

“After talking to the guys, and hearing about what the news was reporting right before it happened, I think…” He rubs his beard. “Shit, I sound crazy, but I think it really might be…” A humorless laugh escapes. “Otherworldly.”

Shaking, I let loose a harsh tremor. “That’s not funny.”

“I know, Tilly.” A quick glance through the shady trees to the sky. “If it was another country or force wanting to take over, I think we’d know by now, one way or another.”

I prop my chin into my palm. He really is serious. My dad is one of the most skeptical people I’ve ever known, and if he’s convinced aliens caused this mess…

“Do not mention this to your mother. She’s already under enough strain as it is, okay? I don’t want her to get worked up again. Maybe I’m wrong.”

Needing something to do with my hands, I get up and check the water in the pitcher, which is boiling. I drop the little handmade packet of coffee into the steaming liquid, staring at the rapid bubbles. The nutty aroma fills the air.

“If what you’re saying is true,” I rub my thigh, “then we have no hope, do we?”

His lips flatten. “As long as we’re alive, there’s always hope, Half-pint.”

I turn back to the coffee with dread thrumming through my bones and peer at the turquoise sky peeking through the leaves.

Who’s up there, and what do you want? I have a feeling my little town will be better off not knowing.
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My Kind of People





Daddy convinces several neighbors to lend us their bikes, and he, Mr. Miller, and I coast the street. 

I keep expecting Max to show up, and after several minutes and hundreds of feet down the road, a twinge of disappointment tightens my chest. I don’t know why—it’s not like he and I really know one another. But still, for a few minutes last night, it was nice to feel a connection, even if it was the criminal kind.

Clearing my thoughts, I focus on the ride. It’s Sunday morning, and on a normal weekend, most people would be attending church services. Instead, houses are dark and shuttered.

But combating this unusual calm are the raucous calls of birds in the pecan, mesquite, and oak trees. The crack of a bat hitting a baseball or softball cuts through the birdsong, and then several unseen kids yell in delight. A calico cat sits on the sidewalk and bathes itself, giving me a lazy glance as I pass her by.

“How far are we gonna ride?” I ask, shifting my butt on the high seat, trying to get a better position since my legs are apparently shorter than its owner.

“Oh, probably just to the outskirts. There’s no way we’re heading all the way into Abilene until I know what’s going on inside.”

“Yo, Tilly,” a male voice shouts from behind.

My breathing increases. Max.

Daddy glances over his shoulder and rolls his eyes. “I can’t believe you invited him.”

“He’s not so bad.” I shrug and pedal slower, giving Max a chance to catch up.

He slides in beside me, a knowing grin lighting his face. “You were trying to leave me, weren’t you?”

“Maybe.” My legs pump faster. “I didn’t figure you really wanted to hang out today and were just being nice last night.”

“I meant it.” He laughs, the sound not quite as annoying as yesterday. “You’re my kind of people.”

Daddy and Mr. Miller pull ahead, their voices fading.

Several miles pass. Wheat fields and pastures between the mesquite trees and cacti fly past. Wind whooshes against my face, sending little tendrils of hair into my eyes.

I cast sidelong glances at Max every few minutes. What’s his deal? Why’s he suddenly so interested in my business?

“You said your dad’s away on business or something?” I ask, finally breaking the comfortable silence between us.

“Yeah.” He cranes his neck behind, as if habit forces him to check for traffic. “He…” a small laugh escapes, “he travels a lot.” One shoulder shrugs, and he yanks the collar of his burgundy t-shirt from his chest, fanning it for air.

“That sucks. So you have no way to get ahold of him, huh?” Like I have no idea how Sissy’s doing.

“No big loss—not really.” He stares ahead as if avoiding my reaction.

“What a terrible thing to say.” My voice pitches higher. “I have a sister in Florida and the thought of not being able to talk to her for a few weeks terrifies me. What if she and Mark need help? What if things take longer? What if…” I don’t finish the thought. What if there really is something up there, from somewhere else, and they’re just biding their time until the next phase, like in all those alien invasion movies and books?

“Sounds like you love your sister a lot.”

“I do.” Nodding, I remove a bottle of water from the backpack strapped to my handlebars and drink. “I love my whole family. We may not be perfect, but I’d do anything for them. Though, I wouldn’t mind getting out of this dumpy little town.”

Max licks his lips, eyeing the water bottle.

“Here.” I fish in the bag and offer an extra one to him.

“Thanks.” The tips of his fingers grasp the plastic, and his thumb rubs a circle on my inner wrist. He smiles.

I jerk away, unsure if it really happened or if I’m overreacting. Heat burns my cheeks, and it’s not just from the sun.

Chuckling, he tips the bottle to his lips and takes a quick swig, keeping his gaze on the men and road ahead. “My family’s… complicated.”

“Well—” I swerve to avoid a pothole. “—we have our moments, too.”

“I wish I’d gotten to know you before—” He lifts the clear bottle and gives a vague gesture toward the ranchland flying by, the bikes, then toward Daddy and Mr. Miller. “—all this. You’re like a cute, tiny little package of dynamite waiting for the right person to light you up.” He drains the water and tosses the container to the ground, the sound of the tumbling, empty plastic bouncing against the asphalt fading away the farther I travel.

“That’s a weird-ass analogy.” I’m not sure if his comment is a compliment or not. “Are you saying you’re afraid I’ll explode or something?”

“No. I’m saying I don’t know what to expect from you.” His fingers comb his long bangs from his eyes, and he pierces me with a serious stare. “It’s refreshing. Plus, you’re—” He swallows. “—really cute.”

I blink, shock and embarrassment heating my blood, and almost crash into a ditch before I manage to wrestle the front wheel from the edge of the road.

Panting, I cycle faster, catching up to my dad. No guy has ever called me cute before. What do I do? How do I act?

I decide to ignore his comment and pray he doesn’t mention it again because I’m not sure how I feel about him. He has no compulsion breaking the law, yet it was his ring. If Emory was refusing to return it, then I can sympathize with him. A little.

A metal sign flies past, the white lettering stark against the purple background.

Welcome to Eulan—Home of the Pirates.

The community, located four miles from Callahan, has roughly one hundred fifty residents. It’s barely more than a spot on the road compared to my town of three thousand people.

He coasts in next to me, keeping his attention ahead. Several strands of chestnut hair fall into his eyes again, the wind whipping them back and forth. He’s traded his grungy black pants from yesterday for plain blue jeans with sneakers—no sign of the angry, belligerent biker on display.

“What the hell?” Daddy pushes on his handlebar brakes and throws his feet against the ground, skidding to a stop.

Mr. Miller does the same.

Across the road lies a double row of wooden sawhorses wrapped in barbwire reaching all the way across the blacktop and into the bar ditches on either side.

Daddy’s gaze roves over the blocked intersection. A small convenience store lies to the left, its windows dark, and Daddy’s eyes skim the building. “I didn’t expect this so soon.”

“Expect what?” I park my bike and stretch my leg muscles, then gulp more water.

“Someone blocking off the street.” His eyes scour the railroad tracks to our right, then sweep across the brushy land to the left. “Come on, we should head back. It’s too exposed out here.”

“Ricky, we need to see what’s going on in Abilene.” Mr. Miller mops his brow with a white handkerchief decorated with purple circles, then stuffs it into a front pocket. “Let’s swing around the barricade and keep going. There’s no one here.”

“Half-pint, get back on your bike.” Daddy’s voice is rough and low, almost a growl. “Now.”

Fear courses through my veins and I don’t argue. Daddy didn’t survive all those deployments by ignoring instinct.

Max’s eyebrows lower. “What is it, Mr. Morgan?” He positions his bike closer to mine.

“Nothing good, son.” A drop of sweat falls from Daddy’s forehead and he puts a hand on his hip, but his gaze never wanders from the darkened building.

Someone creeps out from the front door of the store.

“Max,” Daddy whispers, “you take my daughter and head back to Callahan, you understand?”

“No way,” I hiss. “I’m not leaving you here with whoever that is.”

“This is not a debate, Tilly.” Daddy grips Max’s upper arm. “You take her straight back to town, and if we don’t return in an hour, you tell Davey and Hank—” He lets go and stretches out a hand to grip mine. “—what happened. They’ll know what to do.”

“But—”

“Come on, Tilly.” Max jams his bike against my front tire and pushes, forcing me to turn. “He’s right. We’re too exposed and whoever set that barrier up did it for a reason.”

I clench my mouth shut. He has a good point, but still—why does this feel like I’m running away and leaving Daddy and Mr. Miller to fend for themselves?

Daddy inches a hand toward the small gun tucked at the small of his back, the movement careful and unhurried as if he doesn’t want to call any attention to himself.

Slowly, so slowly, I point the bike the way I came. Can I leave them here? No. Max and I might be able to help.

Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I open my mouth. “Daddy, I’m not”—

Pow-pow. Rock and dirt fly into the air from ten feet away, the tiny pebbles peppering my upper arm and I freeze, the breath catching in my throat.

“Jesus.” Max’s lips tighten and his knuckles whiten on the handlebars. He looks me over with a quick, efficient stare and then his gaze cuts to the side, toward the building. “Asshole.”

“Just where do ya think you’re going?” A drawling male voice calls, his words slow and thick. “That ain’t very neighborly, leavin’ before we even get a chance to make the proper introductions.” His Texas twang is so heavy that introductions sounds like interductions.

Daddy twists himself to stare at me, his eyes taking in my body. When he sees I’m in one piece, his shoulders sag and he wipes his neck with the back of a hand. “I’m going to break that motherfucker’s fingers,” he growls under his breath.

“Now, Ricky, don’t do anything rash.” Mr. Miller steps off his bike and offers a smile toward the approaching man.

“Max, you stay with Tilly.” Daddy’s voice is firm and commanding, giving no room for objection.

“Yessir.” Max pushes himself closer to me, his thigh brushing against mine. His blue-gray gaze flits to me and he nods.

“Good mornin’.” Daddy’s voice is cheerful, but I can hear the simmering anger underneath the false happiness. He and Mr. Miller hold their hands palms out, a gesture of peace and surrender.

The shooter, his long reddish-brown hair gathered at the nape of his neck, sports a dirty white tank top covered with a green camouflage vest. That’s not what grabs my complete attention, though. It’s the enormous .45 he holds, pointed directly at Daddy’s chest.

“Don’t know if it’s a good mornin’ yet, but we’re about to find out.” He spreads his feet apart, both hands on the handle of the gun, his finger lingering on the trigger. “I reckon that’s close enough.”

Ten feet away from the man, Daddy and Mr. Miller stop where the beginning of the parking lot begins. The canopy over the gas pumps shades the men from the bright West Texas sunshine.

I move a foot closer, my heart thumping in my chest, a driving need within me to get closer to my dad, to protect him.

“Tilly,” Max hisses, his fingers curling around my shoulder. “Stay with me.”

Seething inside, I shrug his hand away but halt, my bike still resting underneath while I dig my fingernails into the handles.

“Me and my friends were heading to Abilene to see if anyone knows what’s going on.” Daddy’s back is to me and his hands still rest in the air in the universal sign of deference. “My name’s Richard, and this here is James. It’s nice to meet you.” He pauses as if giving the man a chance to introduce himself.

The disgusting guy hawks a wad of yellowish-green mucus to the cement. “Name’s Leonard.” He squints at Daddy, then Mr. Miller. “Ain’t gotta go to Abilene to know it’s the end of the world. That’s what’s happening, which means every man for himself.” He smiles, and it reminds me of a shark’s smile—full of sharp, pointy teeth.

“Hmm.” Mr. Miller shifts his feet, the light breeze rearranging tufts of his floating wisps of white hair. “I hardly think being without power for a few days qualifies as the end of the world, sir.”

“We knew this day was comin’. Me and my friends been preparin’ for it all our lives, and God has chosen us to be His apostles.” He removes one hand from the gun and points to the sky. “Which means,” he sighs dramatically, “a tithe is in order if you fine folks wanna pass.”

“I see.” Daddy slowly lowers his hands.

Frowning, I peer closer at Leonard. He sounds like one of those crazy nuts from the religious cult located over here called The House of Tomorrow.

“God told us many months ago this day would arrive. A tithe ensures your salvation.” He lowers the gun to point at the ground and holds out a hand, his slippery smile widening.

“Of course,” Daddy says. “Let me see what I have to offer.” Carefully, he lowers his fingers to his front pocket. Taking out his pack of smokes, he holds the open end toward the man. “We don’t have a lot to donate since we’re just running into town and back.” He pushes the pack closer. “I can give you these for now.”

“Ain’t much.” He licks his lips, eyeing the pack of cigarettes, then swings his stare to where Max and I stand. His attention stops on my khaki backpack dangling from the handlebars.

There are only a couple of bottles of water, some crackers, and my notebook inside, but he can kiss my ass if he thinks he’s going to steal it from me, gun or not.

Daddy squares his shoulders for two seconds, then relaxes again, pushing the cancer sticks even closer to the tips of the man’s fingers, pulling the man’s attention back toward him.

Leonard grabs the end of the pack with his forefinger and thumb.

With a quick twist of his elbow, Daddy throws up his other hand, knocking the gun from Leonard’s grasp. He twirls around the man’s back and puts him in a chokehold. Daddy’s small pistol kisses the man’s temple, the sunlight gleaming off its silvery, shiny surface.

The pack of cigarettes drops to the parking lot, and Leonard drags in a breath, his oily smile now a frightening grimace.

“You sorry piece of shit.” Daddy squeezes his arm around the man’s throat, forcing a choked cry.

“Wait,” Leonard whispers, “I wasn’t going to hurt anyone.”

Daddy clicks off the safety, and even over the constant crick of grasshoppers in the fields behind the store, the sound is foreboding.

“You shot at us—at my daughter.” The tip of the muzzle presses farther into his temple, denting the skin. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you right here and now.”

“Because God wouldn’t like that.” His voice wavers and his hands clench his groin as if he’s trying to keep from pissing his pants.

Inside, a wild burst of laughter bubbles up from my chest, but I stuff it away.

Daddy’s face contorts into a snarl. “You crazy son of a—”

“Ricky.” Mr. Miller steps in front of Leonard and tilts his head. Our neighbor nods in my direction. “There’s your reason.”

Daddy’s eyes meet mine and his nostrils flare. After a few seconds, his gaze clears, and he releases his elbow from Leonard’s throat.

Bending over, the terrified guy pants and clutches his thighs.

Twisting like a snake, Daddy stoops to the pavement, scoops the discarded .45, and stuffs it into his back pocket.

Leonard stands, his posture bent, his eyes hard and narrowed. “I won’t forget this.”

“I should hope not.” A humorless smile graces my dad’s face. “But just in case”—in one quick motion, he grasps Leonard’s pinky and pulls it backward—“here’s a long-term reminder.”

A shrill scream splits the air, and Leonard falls to his knees, his other hand slapping at Daddy’s fist, pain etched across his face.

“This—” Daddy yanks the finger to the side, and something crunches. “—is for shooting your gun near my girl. The next time I see your sorry ass, you won’t be so lucky. Do you understand?”

Sweat pours from the man’s face, and he lets out a sob.

“I can’t hear you.” Daddy yanks the dangling finger again, fury twisting his stare like a rampaging bull.

Holy crap. My dad just broke that guy’s finger without batting an eyelid.

“Yes, I understand,” the man screams, the words echoing against the concrete and building.

“Good.” With a disgusted sneer, he lets go of Leonard’s hand and stalks in our direction. “Come on, y’all.”

Max’s face is pale.

Mine probably doesn’t look any better. I never knew my dad was such a badass. Pride and awe, along with a smidgeon of shock, flows through me.

He slides his arm around my shoulders. “Let’s go home.”

“I thought we were going to Abilene?” I climb onto my bike.

“Not anymore.” He nods toward the still kneeling, crying man. “I’ve seen all I need to see. We need to get back and come up with a plan to deal with assholes like him if we want to survive whatever—or whoever—the hell else is coming.”

His words send a cold shiver up my spine and I grit my teeth.

Please let the power come on and everything return to normal.
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Teach Me How to Shoot





The ride home is an uncomfortable silence. I think we’re all lost in our own thoughts—not wanting to believe there are people like Leonard, jumping at the chance to take advantage of those weaker, yet there he was, ready to use force to steal whatever he wanted and justify it with religion. 

Coasting in front of my house, I stop and stand the bike, scanning homes for any signs of electricity.

Everything’s dark and dead.

“Hey, Tilly.” Max lets his ride drop to the ground. “You okay?”

Daddy and Mr. Miller park behind Daddy’s motorcycle. Mr. Miller whispers something to my dad and heads to his house.

Daddy pauses for a moment, moving his gaze from Max to me. “You did good today, son.” He strides forward and crushes me to his chest. “And so did you, Half-pint. For a minute there, I thought…”

“I’m okay, Daddy. That guy was an asshole.”

With one last squeeze, he lets go and shakes his head, a gleam of moisture in his eyes. “Still, I’m sorry. I didn’t expect something like this to happen so fast. This evening, I’m calling an emergency meeting with the Mayor and everyone around here to see if we can get that patrol going immediately. If the power doesn’t come back on—and soon—people like Leonard are gonna become a real threat.”

“Mr. Morgan?” Max swallows and runs a hand through his hair.

“Yeah?”

“Do you think—” Max’s eyes dart to the ground, then meet my dad’s stare again. “—you could teach me how to shoot? I-I’d like to learn how to protect my family.”

“You willing to put in the work for it?”

“Of course.” He nods.

“Good. You and Tilly both need to learn, so come by tomorrow morning, around dawn.”

“Hey.” I raise an eyebrow at both men. “Are you insane? First off, that’s too early. Second, I’m perfectly capable of making my own decisions.”

“Fine.” Daddy claps a hand on Max’s shoulder. “I guess it’ll be you and me then. We need to do it outside the city, though. I don’t want to scare anyone in town.” He strokes his beard. “Say, don’t you live in the county?”

Max’s shoulders straighten. “Yeah, but I don’t know if my place—”

“It’ll be perfect. There’s nothing but brush and fields for miles around. It’s safe and far enough away to not disturb anyone.”

These two sure are getting chummy. I really do need to learn how to use a gun, though. It would be practical. Plus, I don’t want to be left out. “Okay, fine. I’m going, too.”

Daddy’s eyes twinkle. “Oh, now you wanna go?”

“Whatever.” I roll my eyes and flap a hand.

With a chuckle, he ruffles my hair and lets himself into the house, leaving Max and me in the front yard with the afternoon sun heating my skin.

A warm breeze blows through, lifting a few strands of hair from my neck. The green grass under my feet crunches with the shifting of my shoes.

“You really okay, Tilly?”

“Yeah, I’m good.” My attention focuses on his face. His eyes are bluer than gray in the bright light, more like a deep, calm ocean. They’re quite nice. “Thanks for coming with me today, even if we almost got killed.” I try to laugh, but it comes out weak and breathy.

“That was nuts.” He shakes his head, causing his long bangs to drop across an eye. “I need to get home.” Twisting toward his bike, he halts and gestures toward the houses. “Do you think things will ever get back to normal?”

“I don’t know. I hope so, but…” Sighing, I stare into the distance, then up at the clear sky. “If it were just the electricity not working, I wouldn’t be so worried. But all the stuff that should come on with batteries doesn’t work, either. Daddy thinks an EMP was released. If so, why?” Looking downward, I kick a small pebble across the yard. “It can’t mean anything good.”

Max pulls out his stress ball and squeezes it in his hand three times. “Well, if everything goes back to normal tomorrow, would you still want to hang out with me?”

“Normal means we’ll be in school.” I snort, giving him a small grin. “You sure you wanna be seen with me? The klutzy, awkward girl?”

He tugs on the silver stud in his ear. “Hmm, true. I do have a reputation to maintain.”

The smile leaves my face in a flash. God, why’d I have to say that? No wonder I’ve never had a boyfriend. I’m such a freaking mess. I turn and step away, embarrassment stiffening my spine and heat flowing off my body like an oven.

“Hey.” His fingers catch the back of my arm, freezing me on the spot. “I’m kidding. I don’t think you’re a klutz at all.”

Unable to help it, I chuckle and throw him a glance over my shoulder. “But you do think I’m awkward?” I pick at a piece of lint on my sleeve, watching him under my lashes.

“Hmm. I feel like this is a trap.” He releases my arm and puts his hand into a pocket, turning the ball with the fingers of his other. “So, instead of answering, I’ll change the subject. If things are still shitty tomorrow, how about you and I see what kind of trouble we can find after we dump your dad?”

“No way.” Stamping my foot, I brace my hands on my hips. “I am not breaking into anyone’s house again. It’s wrong.”

He tilts his head. “Such a sense of morality.” Jutting his chin to the street, he points toward his bike. “If what you say is true, we need to start thinking about a long-term plan for survival, which means scavenging anything useful. Your dad’s right. Our generous, benevolent friend Leonard is proof of what’s going to happen if we don’t protect Callahan’s residents and property.”

I remember the look in Leonard’s eyes—righteous fervor and greed. Max isn’t wrong. What’s to stop Leonard and his friends from paying a visit at any time? If nothing works, and we have no power, the entire city will be left without the protection of police or any kind of emergency services.

Rubbing my arms, even though it’s heating up in the bright sun, I shiver.

“Don’t worry.” Max squeezes my shoulder once and drops his hand. “Everything’s going to be fine. You’ve got me and your dad.” He turns and plops onto his bicycle. “I really need to go, but I’m looking forward to tomorrow.” He raises his straight eyebrows and grins.

I glance at the grass under my feet and toe it with a shoe. “I look forward to watching you shoot yourself in the foot.”

A soft laugh floats on the wind. “See you soon, Lookout.” Without a backward glance, he pedals along the street. Rays of sunshine flash from the chrome wheels, and he whistles “It’s the End of the World” by R.E.M. and waves, somehow knowing I’m watching his back.
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Max's Home





Pots clang together and drag me from the dredges of sleep. Between the heat of the night without air conditioning and worrying over what the future holds, I slept fitfully. 

After using the toilet and dumping a bucket of water inside, forcing it to flush, I stumble into the kitchen.

Mamma smiles. “Well, hello there, sleepyhead.” She twists to a covered plate, grabs it, then walks to the counter separating the kitchen from the dining room.

“Nothin’ good about this early in the morning.” I plop in the chair like a zombie.

With a kiss to the top of my head, she slides the dish onto the table. “Made pancakes this morning.”

Their sweet scent wafts toward my nose and my stomach growls. “Yum.” I grab a nearby bottle of syrup. Mixed in with the pancake smell is the deep, nutty aroma of my most favorite beverage in the whole world. “And coffee, too?”

“Yep.” She plunks a steaming mug beside my plate.

“I love you, Mamma.”

“I know.” Her white teeth shine from her mouth. “Love you, too, Tilly.” She bites her lip and the grin fades. “Wish I knew how Sissy is doing.” Her hands wring together, and she turns her gaze to the dining room window facing the side of the house, toward Mr. Miller’s wooden fence.

Sipping the coffee, I stare at her over the rim. “Me, too. But she has Mark—I’m sure they’re fine.” Smothering my three flapjacks in syrup, I shrug. “Besides, maybe they weren’t affected by—” I point the utensil at the ceiling. “—whatever the hell this is.”

“Language, Tilly.”

Chewing, I roll my eyes.

“But yeah, I hope not.” She transfers a couple to her plate.

“These are delicious. What did you do to make them so scrumptious?” There’s a smoky, savory flavoring mixed in their fluffy goodness. Slow down, stop eating like a savage troll.

“I lit the grill, added water, stirred, and poured them over the griddle.” She chews a bite, furrowing her brow. “There’s one more unopened box in the pantry, but I don’t think it’s going to last very long.”

Daddy throws open the back door and smacks his boots on the deck, pounding away the dirt lodged in the crevices of the soles. “My two favorite ladies.” He ambles in and closes the door. Leaning, he places a kiss on Mamma’s lips, and she strokes his face.

“Gross.” I make a show of gagging with my finger in my mouth.

With a loud laugh, Daddy pulls out a chair and sits between the both of us.

“Honey,” he spears four and flips them onto an empty plate, “this looks divine. Thank you.”

Mamma’s face lights up, and her eyes search Daddy’s. “You’re welcome.” She gives his hand a quick squeeze, then lets go and sips her drink.

“So, Half-pint and her boyfriend are going with me to learn how to shoot a gun.” My dad stacks his plate four inches high, then drizzles the tower with syrup. “Should be interesting, since that boy doesn’t seem to know his ass from a hole in the ground.”

“Daddy, he’s not my—”

“Oh.” With a slight curl of her lip, Mamma glances to me, then Daddy. “Is that really a good idea?” She sets her fork on the plate and rubs her neck.

“Yes.” With a quick snap, he settles a napkin over his lap. “I know you don’t like the idea of Tilly around guns, but until we figure out what’s going on, it’s imperative everyone”—he points his finger at her, then swings it to me—“knows how to protect one another. I don’t ever want to see a gun pointed or shot near my daughter again.”

Her eyes meet mine, and the line between her brows disappears. “Neither do I.”

“Good. While I’m gone, if you need anything, Mr. Miller said to holler.” He chomps on a bite of breakfast and swallows. “The old busybody probably needs help with his garden. He was bitching about the weeds overtaking his peas and his back giving out because of it.”

“Oh, I’d love to help.” Mamma nods her head, her green eyes widening.

With a subtle gaze, Daddy gives me a wink. “I’m sure he’d appreciate any assistance he can get.”

Daddy doesn’t want to leave her alone while we’re gone. I give him a soft kick under my table and a soft nod.

With breakfast finished, Daddy wraps Mamma in a hug. He whispers something in her ear, then grabs an extra pistol from the gun cabinet.

He and I head out on our bicycles.

Dark, heavy clouds cover the sunlight, and there’s an oppressive feeling of moisture and storms lurking out of sight. After about a half-mile down our street, Daddy turns onto a less traveled county road, which is basically dirt covered with a thin sheet of oil.

“How do you know where Max lives?” I swerve to avoid several potholes.

“Because I knew his dad.” Daddy pedals toward the middle of the road, where it’s smoother, and I move to his side. “We went to school together.”

“Well, just for your information—he is not my boyfriend.”

“You know I’m teasing.” With one hand, he pulls a cigarette and lighter from his front shirt and lights up, the smoke trailing behind. “I think you need someone a little stronger than Max. He’s a good kid, but a bit of a pushover.” He swerves around a dead armadillo, the scent of rot and decay pungent.

My legs stop pedaling, and I slow to take in the little gray armored animal’s crushed body. Poor little guy. He must’ve gotten hit by a car a few days ago.

“You’re too headstrong for that boy. You need someone who’ll put his foot down and challenge you. Max is nice, but I don’t think he’s the one, Tilly.”

Frowning at Daddy’s back, I pedal faster and pull to his side. “He’s not so bad.” Besides the burglarizing someone’s house part. “Doesn’t matter anyway because as soon as everything gets back to normal, I’m hauling ass to Florida.”

“Well, don’t count on it being any time soon.” He jams the cigarette between his lips and turns his attention straight ahead. “This is it.”

A single-wide trailer comes into view. Gray, aluminum skirting wraps the bottom, though in some places the edges peel away from the ground, revealing dark recesses underneath. Crumbling concrete steps lead to the door. The yard is covered in high grass and stickers, without any trees for shade. The rusted frame of a car sits off to the side, the reddish hue contrasting with the yellowed, dead grass. An older model Harley rests near the steps.

“Is this…?” I can’t finish the sentence. This place looks so alone, so forgotten.

Parking his bike in the weed-choked driveway, Daddy nods. “Yeah, this is the Jacobsen place.” His mouth tightens. “I didn’t know it had gotten this bad. Dan—Max’s dad—has always kept to himself, but this,” he juts his chin toward the old house and starts toward the door, “is pure neglect.”

Daddy climbs the broken steps and raps his knuckles on the metal, the sound tinny against the thinly covered wood.

Bird chatter stops for a moment.

A small, red tricycle, one of its back wheels missing, leans against the side of the house, half-hidden in a clump of weeds.

The slapping of feet on the floor inside rocks the trailer with subtle movement.

Max cracks the door. “Hey, sorry. I was up late last night because I had to take…” His gaze moves to me, standing farther back and below in the yard.

Swallowing, I give him a little wave.

“It’s okay, son. It’s not like we can set an alarm on our phones anymore.”

“Give me two minutes.” With that, he slams the door closed in Daddy’s face.

I snicker. “Guess we don’t get invited inside.”

“Guess not.” Daddy shakes his head, walks to me, and takes a drag. “He’s one weird kid.” He blows a puff of smoke upward.

“Ugh.” Flapping my hand at the air, I grimace and move a few feet. “You know what?” I tug at the tricycle, breaking it free from an old, dead briar. “Maybe this no-power situation is good because it means you can’t buy any more of those nasty things.”

On the back of the trike, between the axel, is a child’s blocky writing. Max is written in sharpie, some of the edges fading, but on the other side, in green and much crisper, Kat is spelled out.

I wonder who Kat is?

The door bangs open, startling me so much I drop the trike. It slides against the aluminum skirting on its way to the ground, creating a high-pitched screech.

Goosebumps flash across my arms. Heat floods my cheeks and I jump backward, stuffing my hands into my pockets.

Max moves to the top of the steps and slams the door with the heel of a foot.

He’s traded his jeans for dark gray cargo pants and heavy brown work boots. His navy-colored t-shirt sports a white skull and crossbones graphic.

“Afraid to let us inside?” I ask, walking closer. “Scared we might burglarize your home?”

Daddy mashes the tip of his cigarette against the sole of his shoe, then stuffs the remaining inch back into its cardboard box and into his shirt pocket.

Gross.

Max jumps to the ground and ambles closer. “You never know who has sticky fingers around here.” He flashes an unapologetic smile and bends close to my ear. “I could give you a private tour some time, though.”

I raise my eyebrows and curl my lip. “You’re assuming a lot in that statement.” Is he flirting or messing with me? He’s so hard to read. I wipe my sweaty palms on my pants and hastily step away.

He shrugs and swivels to Daddy. “I appreciate this, Mr. Morgan.”

Daddy claps him on the shoulder. “First lesson. Call me Ricky.” He places a thumb and forefinger over Max’s trapezius muscle and squeezes. “Second. Don’t be getting fresh with my daughter, or you can go right back to calling me Mr. Morgan. Understood?”

“Uh, y-yes sir.” An audible swallow and his glance slides to me for half a second then bounces away like a ping-pong ball.

My chest shakes from barely contained laughter, but my face lights up like a sparkler, and feels like one, too. I can’t decide if I’m more amused at my dad’s threat or more embarrassed at how protective he is.

“Good.” Daddy lets go of Max. “Glad we got that out of the way.” His gaze roves the land nearby. “Now, let’s go as far from the house as possible. Do you have any neighbors?”

“No, sir.” With a quick glance to my face, Max cuts his attention straight ahead and leads us toward the backyard, which is a continuation of the front, except a pile of empty, brown beer bottles lie off to the side with tall weeds poking through.

I clear my throat. Dead vegetation and dry earth crunch under my feet. I wonder if he grew up here. It has such a lonesome, abandoned feeling.

Max turns to the bottles, then cuts a harried glance my way. His shoulders seem to cave in on themselves. “Dad likes to drink when he’s home.”

I’d say. From the size of the pile, I’d say he’s liked to drink for a long time. Poor Max. I’d always assumed Max came from a stable home and enjoyed getting into trouble out of boredom.

Looking around the dilapidated place, I wonder if there’s more to his story. If so, I want to know more.

Max shoves his hands into his front pockets. A pink glow climbs his neck. “I keep forgetting to bag those up and throw ‘em away.”

“They’re exactly what we need.” Daddy rummages through the trash heap. “You two grab as many as you can carry. They’ll make great targets.”

With our arms cradling the warm, sand-covered bottles, Max and I pace behind Daddy.

Finding three medium-sized rocks, Daddy places a bottle on each one. He walks back to where Max and I stand. “First things first. Always keep your safety on until you plan on shooting.”

As the sun climbs the sky, he teaches us how to stand, how to hold the pistols, and how to aim. I manage to hit one bottle out of fifteen. Max knocks five or six out of his pile. Daddy only misses twice.

“Alright, y’all. Show me you know how to engage the safety.” He uses his forearm and mops his brow.

Max and I demonstrate our new safety knowledge. I always knew my dad was tough, but I have a new respect for what he learned in the military. How much combat did he witness on deployments? Has he ever had to kill anyone? The thought of shooting someone is sobering.

“Good.” He pulls a bottle of water from his bag and drinks. “That’s it for today. We need to get back to town. I’m arranging patrol teams to get us through the next few weeks.”

“I want to help, Daddy.” I don’t want to be relegated to staying in the kitchen with Mamma, learning all the different ways to can vegetables.

“Yeah,” Max adds. “I’d like to volunteer, too.”

When the last drop of water disappears, my dad twists the cap back on and stuffs it into his bag.

“I’d rather you both be proficient before I send you off with guns in your hands. You’re more apt to shoot yourself in the foot, or someone else, than tag an invader.”

“Hey.” I glare. “I can be careful.”

He snorts. “Half-pint, you’re always an accident waiting to happen.” Shaking his head, he grins and points toward the house. “Let’s see how this training goes over the next couple of weeks, then I’ll think about it.”

“So chauvinistic of you. Just because I’m a girl, you think I can’t help protect everyone?” My voice rises. Daddy and I rarely have conflict, and his hesitation to let me help is frustrating. “I’m not going to sit back like some little wilted flower and wait for the men to take care of me. I’m not stupid, you know.”

Sighing, he runs a hand through his hair and tilts his head to stare at the sky.

“It has nothing to do with you being a girl, Tilly.” He focuses his attention on me again. “I’m not placing my youngest child in the path of danger until I think she’s ready. Understand?”

Max’s gaze swings from Daddy to me. His face remains blank, but he pulls out the stress ball and squeezes.

Feeling the hot sting of frustration welling in my eyes, I turn my back to both men. No need to give him even more reminders I’m a female.

“Come on, let’s go home.” Daddy gives me a one-handed hug and heads to the bikes in front.

Defiance wells inside my veins. “I’m staying here with Max.”

Daddy stops and slowly turns to face me. “I’d rather you come back with me. This isn’t the time or place for your stubbornness, Tilly.”

“I’m eighteen and grown. I can make my own decisions.”

He lets out a long breath and spears Max with narrowed eyes. “Don’t let her ride home alone, and make sure you bring her back well before dark.”

So much for trying to assert my feminist ideals. I cross my arms over my chest and sniff, turning my attention to the overgrown weeds and scattered trash blowing in the breeze.

“I will, sir.” Max strides forward with the gun. “Here. You forgot this.”

“No. It’s yours. You need something for protection.”

“Th-thank you.” Max stuffs it into the waistband of his pants.

“Good God, son.” Daddy gingerly pulls it out and checks the safety. “Don’t put it there. You want your pecker shot off?”

Please. Someone strike me dead right here. I cannot believe my dad said that. I’ll never be able to look Max in the eye again.

“Goodbye, Daddy.”

He grabs me and gives my hair a ruffle.

Fire shoots to my ears and eyes. Jesus, Max must think I look like a baby the way he treats me.

I jerk away and stomp off toward the trailer’s steps, sit, and drink a bottle of water.

With a grunt, Daddy pedals away.

Max walks over. “Your dad is something else.”

Unable to help myself, I snort. “Yeah, he is.” My irritation lowers and I glance at Max.

He swipes hair from his forehead and stares at my half-empty bottle, licking his lips.

“Do you have a well here?” I ask, letting my gaze rove over the property. It doesn’t look like he has much of anything.

“No.” Leaning against the side of the house, he angles his chin toward the door. “I was able to store some water in bowls and pitchers before it quit, but there’s not much left.”

Jesus. Here I am, guzzling like it’s nothing, and he’s barely hanging on?

“Here.” Without another word, I rummage in my bag and hand him a couple of bottles. “Take these. Daddy rigged our well so we can pull fresh water up any time we want.”

“I’d planned on scavenging today.” He hesitates. “Besides, I can ride to the lake. It’s only seven miles away.”

I roll my eyes. “Even with a bike, you can’t carry much.” The sun peeks between clouds, refracting through the liquid, creating a dozen sparkles inside the plastic container.

A tiny grin lifts his lips. “We could go check out some of these abandoned houses around here. They might have something.” He lifts a brow and grasps my offering, the tips of his fingers pressing against mine.

“That’s stealing, Max.” I jerk my hand from his touch and swallow. “And against the law.”

“Only if we’re caught.” He unscrews the cap and gulps. With a sigh, he lowers it and sits next to me, his body two inches from mine. “Besides, if things don’t get better soon, trust me, other people will happily take whatever’s inside.”

“Or you could help everyone by pooling resources and not being a criminal.” I straighten my back, irritated he cares so little for other people’s things. “Or maybe you enjoy being a thug.”

The smell of his cologne wafts to my nose as he turns to face me. “Look, Tilly.” He holds a hand toward his house. “You see where I live. My dad left us with nothing.” His mouth twists into a scowl. “We haven’t seen him in a while, and the check he supposedly sent was lost in the mail. I’ll do whatever is needed to survive.”

“Who’s we?” The broken tricycle grabs my attention.

His lips thin, and he sucks on the water as if giving himself time to think, or ignore, my question.

“Max,” I say, softening my voice. For some reason, even though his outward appearance tries to convey strength, I sense a vulnerability underneath his façade. “I thought your mom passed away?”

“She did.” He tosses the bottle into the yard. “Right after my little sister was born.”

I search his face. He stares straight ahead, but rolls the blue stress ball, squeezing it so tightly his knuckles turn white.

“Kat?”

With a quick jerk of his neck, he stares at me, his stormy eyes widening. “How’d you know her name?”

Nudging his shoulder, I point to the trike.

He nods. “Of course.” The ball bounces against the house, and he catches it in a fist. “She spends a lot of time at her best friend’s house, but I’m going to pick her up tonight.” He rubs his temple. “It’s just,” he breathes out, “I don’t have anything besides peanut butter, some crackers, and a few canned goods for us to eat.” His voice drops. “I don’t know what I’m going to do if things don’t start working again.”

My heart drops into my stomach. He’s only eighteen, he shouldn’t have to worry about being the sole provider. Something inside of me hates his father, even though I don’t know him.

“Do you think your dad’s coming back any time soon?”

“Doubt it.” He stands and kicks a rock to the driveway. “I can’t say I’m sorry. It’s always hell when he’s home, anyhow. All he does is drink, yell, and…” One hand massages his neck. “Let’s just say I took the brunt of his anger so he’d leave Kat alone.”

I grab his wrist. “Don’t worry about food. We’ve got tons of it in the cellar. Mamma jars all kinds of shit every year.”

His stare moves to my fingers, and I jerk away, embarrassment creeping up my neck.

“I don’t want a handout, Tilly.” His jaw clenches and his eyes flash with anger.

“It’s not a handout. Consider it a payment.”

“For what?” Confusion replaces the quick fury.

“For letting my dad use your place to practice shooting.” It’s the only thing I can think of that’ll hopefully make him feel like he’s earning it. I can’t stand the thought of him and his sister starving. “And you have to accept it as penance for dragging me into your criminal underworld.”

A low, long chuckle rumbles his chest, lifting my spirits. “Lookout, you drive a hard bargain, but I like you anyhow.” He gives me a fist bump and I grin, too.

Happiness warms my blood. It feels good being able to help him and his sister.
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When People Are Pushed





The next day, Daddy leaves for a noon meeting to create a schedule to patrol the city and ideas on how resources can be distributed to ensure basic needs are met. 

Mamma and I clean up the dirty breakfast dishes from the table and carry them to the sink.

“I’ll go get some water.” Grabbing a couple of pitchers, I step into the backyard and head for the well.

Yesterday evening, Daddy scavenged an old-fashioned hand pump from God knows where, and with Mr. Miller’s help, hooked it up to give us an easier source for fresh water.

Positioning my container underneath the spout, I grab ahold of the metal handle. It’s surprising how much muscle power it takes to get the water flowing. After several seconds of constant pumping, cold water rushes forth.

Above my head, the sun shines through the gaps in the tree leaves and sweat collects on my brow. It’s still eerily quiet without planes in the sky, cars on the road, or trains barreling along the tracks, but I think it’s something I could get used to—all things considered.

Several straight, white PVC pipes lay in the grass a few feet away. Daddy’s working on setting up a watering system for Mamma’s garden so she can pump the water and let it flow into the pipes, straight to a preset path. He says it’ll be less work than dragging heavy buckets to hydrate the plants.

In West Texas, from May until September, not much rain falls, and in the oppressive months of July and August, daily watering will be the only defense against the inevitable summer drought that kills all but native plant life.

The old metal squeals with each push.

Sweat pours down the back of my neck. I cup one hand under the spout. The water is crystal clear and icy cold.

I really need to take a bath, and right now, in this heat, I’d even take a cold one.

Leaning forward, my other hand still on the handle, I open my mouth and let the sweet liquid fill my mouth and wash the grime and sweat from my face. The freezing water is refreshing, and I laugh, dousing my hair and neck. It tastes like bottled water but purer somehow.

Finally getting my fill and cooling off, I release the pump and stand.

My hair drips onto my t-shirt, causing it to cling to my skin. A slight breeze moves through the yard, rustling the leaves of the trees and cooling my water-soaked chest.

Grabbing the pitchers, I return inside, dripping liquid onto the floor. My shoes squelch as I approach Mamma.

When she looks at me, her eyes widen and she laughs. “You look like a drowned rat.” Reaching forward, she takes the water and transfers it into the plugged sink, squirting a drop of dish soap inside and creating a sudsy bath for the dishes.

“I was hot and thirsty.” I wring my hair and flick the water into the other side of the sink, then fill it with water from the other pitcher. I’ll use it as the rinse side.

Mamma takes a blue sponge and scrubs a ceramic plate, then hands it to me. “I guess your daddy was right. It doesn’t look like the electricity is coming back any time soon.”

“At least we have everything we need.” Dunking the dish, I swipe its surface with my hand.

“Yes, true.” She works on a fork. “But I worry about what’s coming if things don’t go back to normal.” Her fingers drop it into the rinse side. “When people are pushed or desperate, bad things happen.”

A small shudder shakes her chest.

“I’m sure it’s going to be okay. Daddy’s already working on the problem by getting people together to keep an eye on the town.” I lay the fork into the drying rack.

“People like Leonard aren’t interested in working together, though. Men like him are snakes hiding in the grass, waiting for the opportune time to strike.” She scrubs another plate, her fingers furiously working on an outer ridge. “When I was growing up, I lived with a man like him. They don’t care about anyone or anything but themselves.” Her eyes narrow at the plate. “They see what others have, and they take it. It’s as simple as that.”

She must be talking about her dad. I don’t know much about my grandpa, but Daddy told me he used to whip her and my uncle every day after getting home from work. And it wasn’t a normal spanking, either. He’d slide off his belt, loop it until both ends were clasped in a hand, then pull it tight, creating a terrifying snap.

After she and her brother begged for mercy, he’d let one end drop and strike out, ensuring the heavy, metal buckle slammed into their skin, whether it was a leg, butt, back, or arm. He didn’t care so long as it struck them over and over until his rage had been sated.

I’m glad the bastard died when they were young. I can’t imagine what it must’ve been like growing up with that kind of terror.

“Well, don’t worry, Mamma.” Snaking a wet hand around her shoulders, I give her a hug. “Daddy wouldn’t let anything happen. You should’ve seen him when that fuc—”

“Language.” Her lips press together.

“—that freak shot toward me. For a second, I thought Daddy was gonna kill him.” The sparkling plate slides into the clean water. “Instead, I think he broke his finger.” I snort. “It was great.”

“It was dangerous,” she huffs, working on a cup. “It puts a target on your dad and the town. You know those people over at that religious compound are crazy zealots. It worries me sick every day he’ll return with a group of his buddies.”

“I doubt—”

Outside, a high-pitched scream cuts off my next word.

Mamma and I jump and stare at each other.

“That sounded like a woman.” She dries her hands with a nearby dish towel and rushes to the front door, grabbing the shotgun leaning against the wall.

I scurry behind and grip a baseball bat I’d put there the night before, twisting my hands around its base.

She peeks through the peephole. “Oh, Jesus.”

“What is it?” My stomach flips with dread. I hold a fingernail to my mouth and nibble its edges.

“Quick. Go to the bathroom and grab the first-aid kit.” She yanks open the door. “Now, Tilly!” Her voice is sharp and strong, breaking through my mental fog.

I tear down the hall and slide into the bathroom, using the doorjamb to slow my momentum. Pulling open the bottom cabinet doors, I rifle through the cans of bathroom cleaner and toilet paper, wiping everything to the floor until I spy the white, rectangular carrying case of medical supplies wedged in a back corner.

With it now in hand, I scramble through the house, shoot out the front door, and through the opened gate.

Across the street, lying on the front lawn next to freshly turned soil, is a burly man clutching his chest, gasping for air like a fish.

Mamma’s bent over him, her red hair obscuring most of her face, but her voice is soft and reassuring, even though I can’t hear what she’s saying.

As I get closer, she glances my direction and twirls her hand. “Give it to me.”

I pass the kit to her and stare at the man, feeling helpless and shocked.

“Mr. Rawlings,” she says while flinging the kit open and searching its contents, “do you have a history of heart issues?”

He nods his head. His face is red and shiny with sweat. A fist clutches at his chest. “Yes,” he gasps. “I’ve got nine stents.”

“Do you carry nitro with you?” Mamma seizes a small package and rips it open.

“Usually.” He clenches his jaw as if riding a wave of pain. “But it’s in a fob on my keyring. I left my keys at home because the car no longer”—a quick gasp of air—“works. I came to help my sister with planting a garden.”

From the corner of my eye, I see an older woman with short, gray hair and a wide-brimmed hat pacing on her porch, her eyes glued to us and a hand in front of her mouth.

“I’m a nurse, Mr. Rawlings. I want you to swallow these, okay? They’re aspirin.”

He nods his head, and she pushes the two circular pills into his mouth. With three or four chews, he dry swallows.

“We need to get you to Dr. Kemperling.” Mamma looks to the woman on the porch. “Ma’am, are you his sister?”

Her wrinkled face is pale. “Y-yes.”

“He needs to be at the clinic.” Mamma glances at her patient again. “But there’s no way he can walk there.”

His grip on his chest loosens, and he doesn’t seem to be sweating as profusely.

She stares up at me. “Tilly, take your bike downtown and find your father or Dr. Kemperling. I think they’re both at City Hall. Tell them what happened. We need to get something to transport him out of here, like a wheelchair or something.”

“Okay.” My heart thunders in my chest. I don’t even wait for further instructions. Instead, I sprint toward our house across the street, grab the bike, and pedal as fast as I can.

It’s afternoon, and heat shimmers from the black asphalt in unforgiving waves. Wind flies past my face, whipping and tangling my long hair around my neck. I throw the bike into the highest gear and push, push, and push until I’m a panting, gasping mess.

As I round the last corner before City Hall, a stalled SUV lies in my path.

Even though I squeeze the brakes with everything I’ve got and swerve, it’s not enough. The front tire hits the bumper of the car and I fly off the bike, soaring through the air. My torso flips toward the pavement as my legs tumble into the air. Out of reflex, I grasp at anything.

In the median of the town lie ornamental bushes placed by the Women’s Club five years ago. When I land on my back into their scratchy arms, pink blossoms fly into the air in a giant poof, fluttering in the breeze and raining on and around me.

For a moment, I can only stare at the cobalt sky. A high, wispy cloud sails across, and a flock of birds fly in an undulating wave.

Taking in several breaths, I carefully disentangle myself from the green bush.

Two deep scratches on my forearm bleed, and my back feels like I bathed with a wire brush, but other than that, nothing’s broken as far as I can tell.

Thank God for the shrubbery. I try to collect my thoughts. What was I doing? Mr. Rawlings needs help. Right.

Limping toward City Hall, I increase my pace, working out the soreness. Reaching the four steps, I take them two at a time and throw open one of the double glass doors.

A dark counter greets me, and I push toward the back, where I know the council meeting room lies.

Daddy stands at a podium. It’s darker farther in because there are only a couple of windows for such a large room. Fifty people or so are seated in chairs and nodding or shaking their heads.

Several candles and two kerosene lamps burn at regularly spaced intervals, though, giving enough light to make out what’s going on.

“It’s imperative we work together.” Daddy points a finger at someone in the front row. “Charles, you own the hardware store and people need supplies. Several said you refused to trade with them.”

“I paid for my inventory with hard-earned cash.” His bald head twists around to take in his fellow neighbors. “I gotta eat too, you know. I can’t be giving stuff away for free.”

“Goddamn it.” Daddy pounds a fist on the podium. “You can’t eat paper money, now can you?”

“I’ve got plenty—”

“For now,” Daddy interrupts. “But what happens in a month when you and your family run out of food? Those people who needed your help—the ranchers, the farmers, and the back-yard gardeners—will be filling their bellies with fresh produce and they’ll remember how you spit in their faces in their time of need.”

Several men nod their heads in agreement.

“Work with us—not against us—and no one will go hungry. I promise.”

There’s a makeshift aisle leading toward the podium, and I drag myself through the narrow opening, still limping but not quite as badly.

Charles crosses his arms over his chest and coughs. “Maybe I could figure out some kind of bartering system.”

“Good.” A small smile tugs at Daddy’s mouth. “That’s all I’m asking—try to work with us, because if we don’t pull together, then this world, and whoever or whatever the fuck’s out there, is going to rip us apart.” His eyes land on me and he rushes forward. “Half-pint. What’s wrong?”

I stop and drag in a deep breath. “Daddy, something bad happened. We need Dr. Kemperling.”

“What?” He grabs my shoulders and shakes. “Your mother? Is she alright?” Fear flashes in his gaze and twists his mouth. His fingers dig into my arms. I don’t even think he’s aware how hard he’s gripping.

“Mamma’s fine, but I think a man is having a heart attack. She said to find you so we can get him to the clinic, but we need a wheelchair or something to haul him in because he can’t walk.”

He sags, letting his shoulders slump for a few seconds. “Thank God,” he whispers under his breath. Letting go, he scratches his beard and stares at me, his gaze going to the blood on my arms. “You’re hurt?”

“It’s just a few scratches. I fell off the bike.” Well, more like flew, but that’s not really important right now. “We need to hurry. Mamma said he needs help.”

Dr. Kemperling pushes through the gathering crowd. “What’s this about someone having a heart attack?” He’s a small, trim man with curly white hair and round glasses. When he speaks, his voice comes through his nose with a bit of a nasal pitch.

Daddy turns to him and relays my message. Three men and two women volunteer to run over to the clinic, which is a block away, and gather a wheelchair and several other things the doctor asks for.

Sighing, I gladly relinquish the responsibility to Daddy. He and the doctor cut a path to the front door.

I follow with the rest of the crowd, wondering if my bike is rideable.

Daddy stops for second and looks back at me. “You sure you’re okay, Half-pint?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired. It was a hard ride.” I wave him onward. “Hurry up, they need you.”

With a stern nod, he trots down the steps, saddles his bike and hits the road with Dr. Kemperling in tow. The other volunteers head toward the clinic and everyone else either lingers to gossip with one another or walk away, probably heading for home.

Heading to the bushes that saved my life—or at least my skin—I plop onto a wooden bench positioned in-between and hold my head in my hands.

Is this what our world is descending into—something dangerous and wild?

My mouth is hot and dry, and I crave the cold, sweet water from our well. Stretching, I’m in no hurry to get back home because I’m terrified of either seeing a man’s corpse or people rushing him down the road in a damn wheelchair, when a week prior, it would’ve been nothing to pull out a cellphone, call for an ambulance, and get him help in a matter of minutes.

A few steps take me to the stalled vehicle which tried to kill me. The front tire of my bicycle is jammed under the bumper. When I pull it out, the rim’s warped into a squiggly oval.

Nope, there’s no way I’m riding this back. Guess I’ll walk the mile or so.

Sighing, I turn and cross over to the sidewalk, where the awnings above throw shade from the angry sun.

I pass the thrift shop called Second Time’s the Charm. Many times, I came here to buy new-to-me books and video games. Right now, the closed sign hangs from its door. The windows let in the outside light, and a small refrigerator—dark and obviously dead—protects several rows of cokes and bottled water.

I lick my lips and hesitate. Just one drink, that’s all I need.

Swiveling toward the door, I pull on the handle. Nope, locked up tight.

Hands cover my eyes and I scream, jabbing an elbow backward. Another hand clamps around my mouth. “Jesus, Lookout. It’s me.”

Relief flashes in my veins only to be replaced with anger. I ball my fists and turn, glaring up into his face. “You son of a bitch.” I push at his chest. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“Ha.” He swipes hair from his eyes and grins. “Did you know you scream like a girl?”

I slam a fist into his shoulder.

“Ouch.” He rubs it, his smile changing from amusement to appreciation. “You sure don’t hit like a girl, though.”

Still fuming, I push him away and try to shove myself around his body.

He blocks me and grabs an arm, his stare zeroing in on the skin under his fingers. “Why are you bleeding?”

“Because,” I rip my arm from his hand, tearing open one of the new scabs, “I was trying to save a man’s life.” Swallowing, I lick my lips again. God, I want something to drink. The bottles of water draw my attention again.

“Come on, let’s get you cleaned up and you can tell me what happened.” He slips past to move before the glass door.

“W-what?” My attention wanders to the water again. One little sip, and I’ll be able to concentrate.

Metallic scraping noises break my daze. Click.

Max chuckles and pushes open the door. With a quick glance toward the street, he grabs me around the neck and drags me inside.

“Hey, let go. I’m not going in—”

“Yes, you are.” After my body clears the threshold, he closes the door, locks it, and pulls the blinds. “Your lips are cracked, and you’ve got dried blood all over your arms. If you’re so worried about taking someone’s stuff, then come back tomorrow and pay them back, or flog yourself in penance, offer some Hail Marys, or whatever it is you think you need to do.”

“You’re a jerk face,” I mutter, though my argument is losing steam. The outside light still pierces through the closed blinds to land on the clear plastic bottles, creating sparkles inside the dark cooler.

A soft snort comes from Max’s direction.

From the corner of my eye, he heads toward the fridge. He opens it and grabs two bottles by their caps, then saunters in my direction again.

My eyes never leave his hands. I bite my bottom lip, the dried skin flaking under my teeth.

It moves closer and closer. I reach out but stop only a hair’s breadth from the plastic. If I accept this, then I really will be a thief.

Max moves it back and forth like a pendulum. “Take it. Stop being such a goody two shoes.”

My tongue feels too big for my mouth and I grab the bottle, twisting it open, and gulp.

Oh my God. This water is one of the best things I’ve tasted in my life.

“Ah.” Max raises an eyebrow and shakes his head, then gulps his bottle. “How does the stolen loot taste?”

When the bottle’s drained, I lower it and throw it at his face. “Asshole.”

He ducks and it sails over his head and lands toward the back. With a shrug, he snorts and walks to the counter, bending and searching the cabinets.

“What the hell are you doing?” I ask, swinging around the end of the wooden counter so I can keep an eye on him.

“What does it look like?” He shakes out a bag, stands, then promptly begins loading it with several cokes from the fridge. When he seems satisfied, he steps to a turnstile holding bags of beef jerky.

“Max,” I hiss. “You can’t take this stuff without asking. The owner may need it for their family. Now’s the time to share, not hoard and steal.”

“Tilly.” He moves to a display table offering different styles of decorative candles and adds those to his haul. “This is called survival mode. You’ve gotta be prepared to do whatever it takes to make it to the next day.”

“But it isn’t right.” I make a grab for his bag, but he holds it up, out of my reach.

Being too short to snatch it away, I press my lips together and march toward the front door. When my hand lands on the cold, metal handle, he clears his throat.

“I rode to town to pick up Kat from her friend’s house, but we’re out of food. I won’t let her go hungry and I sure as hell won’t apologize.”

Slowly, I turn to him.

His eyes are dark, and the smile is nowhere to be seen. He points to the bulging bag. “I’ll do whatever needs to be done to help my sister.”

He’s right. If stealing meant the difference between my family starving or not, I’d do it, too.

“Fine, but don’t take anymore. I told you we have plenty. Come to my house and I’ll make sure you’ve got enough to tide you over.”

He looks away, as if thinking about the offer. “I’d rather steal than feel like I’m a charity case.”

“You’re not, Max.” I step closer to him. “You’re a friend, and this is what friends do in bad times—help each other out.”

He cranes his neck toward me, his eyelids dropping a bit, midnight-blue stare going to my mouth. “Just friends?”

Swallowing, I nod, unable to speak. Behind him, the store lies in shadows, but the natural, subdued light from the front bathes his face in a bright glow.

“Do you mind if I pick up my sister first? It’s on the way.”

“Of course not.” I step back, uncomfortable under his unreadable gaze. “But my bike is toast, so I’ll have to walk.”

As if my words have broken the spell, he straightens and takes a deep breath. “Nah. You can ride behind me, and I’ll stick Kat in the front. She’s little enough to not take up much space.”

“Okay.” I twist away, eager to get into open space. Being in here with Max feels too intimate, and I have no idea how to deal with it—how to deal with him.

Strong, callused fingers wrap around my wrist, stopping me in my tracks. “You should clean those scratches.” He tilts his head toward the fridge again, where one water bottle is left. “Certainly don’t need them getting infected.”

“They’re fine. Mamma’s got antiseptic at home. I’ll take care of them there.”

He nods, then motions to the street outside. “Then let’s make our getaway.”

I roll my eyes and frown. When I step onto the empty sidewalk, I’m sure unseen eyes follow and judge my fledgling life of crime that’s started since hanging out with Max..
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Tilly Meets Kat





Iposition myself behind Max again and hang on for dear life while he speeds around corners and accelerates with a hoarse shout, fist-pumping with one hand. 

He has an exuberance for life, that’s for sure.

The wind throws his masculine scent in my face, and I inhale its amber spiciness, wondering what brand of cologne he wears.

He pulls up to a medium-sized house with a cute, white picket fence around the yard. Its windows, outlined with white shutters, contrast with the red brick. A strawberry blonde girl of nine or ten waits on the wrap-around porch with a pink backpack slung around a skinny shoulder.

When she sees Max, her face breaks into a humongous grin. She runs through the gate and plows into him, throwing her arms around his neck. “It’s about time you got here, ya big doofus.”

“Did you have fun?” He hugs her in return.

“I guess.” From over his shoulder, her baby-blue eyes skim me and widen. “Who are you?”

“I’m—”

“This is Tilly.” He twists to face me. “She’s a friend.” He raises his eyebrows and tilts his head. “A good friend.”

Kat narrows her gaze and twirls her ponytail around a finger. “How come I ain’t never seen her before, then?”

“Because we’ve just recently gotten to know each other.” He holds out a hand. “Here, get in front of me. Let’s see if we can fit your bony butt on the seat with me.”

With one last puzzled glance in my direction, she straddles the bike and faces forward.

We’re going to be lucky if he doesn’t kill us on the way home.

“Where am I supposed to put my feet, Max?”

“Lean into me and prop them on the handlebars.” He pats the metal.

She braces the soles of her shoes against the handles, and Max pumps the pedals. It takes a couple of seconds, but the bike slowly cycles, shaky and wavering.

I move my hands to his shoulders and lean close to his ear. “Need me to get out and push?” His hair brushes my cheek.

“Might be quicker.” He chuckles. “You did run pretty fast when we were at Emory’s house.”

“Max, how come you let this girl”—Kat thumbs a finger in my general direction—“come with you, yet I only ever saw Emory one time?”

His neck muscles tense under my fingertips, and the knuckles of his hands whiten. “Emory’s a loser.” He leans into a turn, and I bend with him, easing the resistance. “But Tilly’s cool. She’s nothing at all like that stuck up bit—”

I pinch his shoulder. Who would’ve thought I’d be censoring someone else’s mouth? Mamma would be so proud.

“Bitty. Plus, she likes breaking the law.”

With a small gasp, I box the side of his head. “Don’t you even go there, you jerk.” I lean over his shoulder to speak next to Kat’s ear. “Your brother tricked me.”

Kat turns her head, her ponytail whipping her face, and smiles, showing a small gap between the front teeth. “Yeah, he does that to me all the time, too.”

Up close, tiny brown freckles cover her cheeks and nose, and her blue eyes sparkle. Something that looks suspiciously like chocolate is smudged under a cheekbone.

I give her a grin. As I’m pulling back, I catch Max’s gaze on my face and realize how close my mouth is to his. Swallowing, I jerk my head backward and wish I could shift my weight better because the metal footrests on the back of the bike dig into the arches of my feet.

Ten minutes later, he pulls behind Daddy’s truck.

Swinging a leg over, I clamber to the ground with relief and stretch my calves and feet.

Kat leaves the bike, and Max lays it on the ground.

“Wow, Tilly.” Kat’s voice carries reverent awe. “Is this your house? It’s so nice.”

A snort of laughter erupts from me. “It’s really old. I think it was built in the nineteen forties.” Tilting my head, I try to see it with her eyes. It’s modest, not too big or too small, with a decent-sized yard and a graveled drive. “I guess it’s okay.”

“Look, Max. She’s even got trees in the backyard.” Kat races to the fence separating the front from the back and stares in awe. “Is that a swing set back there?” When she turns to face me, her eyes are round and wide.

“Yeah. My sister and I used to play on it when we were little.”

She claps her hands, then runs toward Max, tugging on his wrist. “Can I go play on it? Please?” Continuing to tow her brother, she half-jumps and half-skips in front of his body.

He stares at me, a question in his eyes. “If it’s okay with you?”

“Of course.” I pull the latch on the inside of the gate and swing it open, holding out a hand to motion her inside.

“Thank you, thank you,” she gushes, her lanky legs already sprinting for the old swing set which has lain neglected for years. Within thirty seconds, the rhythmic squeak of the swing rotating back and forth fills the late afternoon air.

Max follows me into the backyard and shakes his head. “I’m sorry. Sometimes she gets carried away.”

“What?” I re-latch the gate. “No, I’m glad the old thing is getting some use. Me and my sister used to love it when we were her age.”

I think back to his trailer, and the broken tricycle. Wonder if it would get more use at his house? Or would he see it as a handout and get offended? I’ll ask him later when I get a better feel for how to approach it. Besides, right now, the priority is to make sure he has something to feed himself and Kat.

She pushes herself higher and gives Max a big wave on the upward climb, her laughter bubbly and contagious, lifting my heart.

I wish Sissy could see our old swing set getting some use today. I hope she’s okay.

Thinking about Sissy, a lump rises at the back of my throat but I swallow it down. “I’m going to go inside and grab the key for the cellar.”

“Alright.” Max nods and sits on one of the deck’s steps, his eyes following Kat, a gentle smile softening his face.

I test the knob, but the door’s locked. Fishing the house key from my front pocket, I let myself inside.

It’s empty, so Mamma must be at the clinic with Mr. Rawlings. Hopefully, he’s okay.

Standing in the middle of the kitchen, I turn in a careful circle, surveying what I can send with Max. I open the pantry and grab two reusable grocery bags and fill one with several extra cans of food, along with cereal bars and cookies.

A tiny, golden key hangs from a hook right above the light switch. I grab it and head outside, walking to the cellar next to the garden.

After removing the padlock, I fling the heavy door open and descend the narrow stairs, flipping on the light switch when I pass it on the wall. Of course, it doesn’t work. Old habits die hard.

The dank smell of earth and moisture hit my nose, but it’s not unpleasant. It reminds me of past summers spent traipsing here to help Mamma line the floor-to-ceiling wooden shelves with pickles, salsas, preserves, chow chow, and a plethora of other vegetables and goodies.

She jarred so much she usually ended up giving most of it away to Mr. Miller, other neighbors, or donating it to the local food pantry every year. Working with her hands has always been her hobby. She says it helps her deal with the ugly side of her career, especially on those days after losing a patient.

At the bottom of the stairs, I light one of the emergency candles with a spare lighter lying next to it.

“Wow.” A breath of air tickles the back of my neck. “This is amazing.”

Max’s voice is so close it makes goosebumps jump across my arms.

I swivel toward him. “It’s all because of my mom. She goes kind of crazy every year.” I hand him the empty bag. “Feel free to grab what you need. We have plenty.”

He rubs his neck and frowns. “I don’t know. I’ve been able to get by so far.”

“You call stealing getting by?” I grab two jars of jelly and shove them toward his chest.

Eyebrows lowering, he slowly reaches out and takes them. “Fine, but consider this a loan. I’ll pay it back.” He stuffs them into the bag, a small scowl pulling at his lips.

“You’re an enigma, Max.” My eyes roll and I snort. “You have no problem stealing from people’s houses and stores, yet you can barely bring yourself to accept help from a friend.”

“This is different.” His gaze roams the food, stopping on a row of apple butter. He licks his lips, and his eyes seem glued to the jar.

“Why? Because you don’t get a guilty thrill from taking it right out from under someone’s nose?” I watch his face while I reach toward the apple butter.

He swallows.

So, he has a sweet tooth, it seems. I plop it into his bag.

His gaze meets mine. “It’s different, Tilly,” he whispers. “Because I’m not used to anyone caring what happens to me or my sister. It’s hard to accept help when you’ve been on your own for a while. People think we’re trash because of where we live and treat us like we’re nothing. But it’s not like we have a choice where we live, or who our dad is.” His chest expands, then he lets out a breath. “The first minute Emory saw my house, she dumped me like I was dog shit stuck on the soles of her shoes.”

The soft candle glow caresses his face and turns his brown hair to gold. At his back, the late evening sunshine pools at the bottom of the concrete steps, the dappled light creating abstract patterns on the concrete floor.

“I don’t know you that well, Max, but even though you have a penchant for crime, you’re too good for someone like Emory, anyway. All she cares about is money, popularity, and looks. Shallow people like her are never happy, not deep inside, where it counts.”

He lowers his arm and steps closer, only a foot between our bodies. The fingers of his empty hand curl around mine, and he squeezes, the touch firm and warm. “You’re nothing like her, and you have no idea how happy it makes me.”

Confusion mixes with a flutter of… something. Does he like me, like as in likes me, or is he only establishing the friend zone?

“I, uh, hope that’s a good thing.” My laughter is weak and forced and I jerk my hand from his like it’s a wasp. I twist to the shelves to grab the first jar I touch and toss it into his bag.

“A very good thing.” With a finger, he rubs the back of my neck and I freeze for a second, then twist to gaze at his face.

His eyes search mine, and he cups the nape of my neck and pulls me a couple of inches closer. “Do you think…” He dips his chin and bends his neck, leaning inward.

The air in my chest stills. I stare at his lips as they open slightly.

I’ve never kissed a guy before. The thought terrifies me. What if I’m a horrible kisser, like a fish out of water, gasping for air, my lips all slimy and wet? Not that I’ve actually kissed a fish before, but I imagine it’s how they’d feel.

An even worse thought hits me—my breath probably smells like three-day-old roadkill. I haven’t brushed my teeth since this morning, and my mouth is a dry, sandy desert.

“Hey.” I grab both of his forearms and give him a rough push. “Shouldn’t we go check on your sister?”

“Huh?” His lips quirk upward, and he shakes himself as if breaking a daze. With a soft sigh, he steps backward. “Probably not a bad idea.”

I remember to breathe.

Throwing two more jars of God knows what else, I twirl around and scoot up the stairs, thankful the strange, intimate mood is gone. I’m not sure how far I want to take it with Max. I feel something for him, but I’m not sure what it is, and until I am—he’s staying in the friend zone.
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These Are My Friends





Max carries the two loaded bags through the front yard toward his bike. 

Kat trails behind, a pout on her lips. “I don’t wanna go home. Can’t we stay a little bit longer?”

He shakes his head and opens the gate. “No. We need to get back before dark.” Waiting for us to clear the gate, he latches it behind us.

I’m torn, because I’m beginning to enjoy his company, yet now’s not the time get all googly-eyed over a guy.

“But Max, pleeeeeease?” She clasps her hands together and shifts her backpack. “There’s nothing to do at home, and Tilly has that cool swing set, and I bet she has other things inside, too.” Her sapphire eyes cut to me. Raising her eyebrows, she wiggles them at me. “Right?”

“Well, I do have some board games my sister and I used to play.”

“See?” She grabs Max around the waist and squeezes. “Told ya.”

He lets out a loud sigh and rounds his eyes at me.

I shrug and grin. “It’s not like we have anything to do right now besides sit around and hope the power comes back on.”

“You two are killing me.” When he rubs his temple, the senior ring flashes in the late afternoon sun. He glances down to his little sister and gives her a rueful smile. “Only for an hour, then we’re going home.”

“Yay,” Kat shouts, jumping up and down. She turns to me. “Do you have Monopoly? What about Exploding Kittens? Or Catan? That’s my favorite.” She runs to the porch and looks back, twirling her hand as if she can force us to walk faster. “How about books? Do you like to read? Did you know I’ve read over one hundred?”

Max focuses on me as he and I ascend the steps. “See what you’re in for? Her curiosity never stops.”

“At least it’s a healthy curiosity, and not criminal.” I give him a wink and let them both in through the front door.

Max settles his bags in the foyer, and Kat tears off through the hall toward the kitchen, rambling about everything she sees.

Right as I grab the door to shut it, I spy Mamma and Daddy walking up the sidewalk.

Mamma’s face is haggard, and Daddy holds her hand.

“Is Mr. Rawlings okay?” I step onto the porch.

Daddy gives me a tight hug.

My question seems to startle Mamma because her eyes open a bit. “Yes, for now.” She gives my upper arm a squeeze. “Dr. Kemperling is going to keep an eye on him through the night, but I’m afraid there’s not a lot more that can be done without a proper medical team and a hospital.”

When she enters the living room, she drops onto the couch and nestles her head into the cushions.

Daddy stoops to remove her shoes and massages her feet. “You did everything you could, darlin’.”

Max fidgets in the doorway between the kitchen and living room.

Kat barrels past him. “Tilly! You have a hundred thousand books in your room. Can I borrow one? Please, please?” Her eyes alight on Mamma and Daddy and she freezes.

Daddy rises, his tall form dwarfing the rest of us. “Well, hello there.” He smiles, flicking his gaze to Max, me, then back to Kat.

“Oh.” Mamma stirs, sitting up and putting a hand to her chest. A grin lights up her face. “I didn’t realize we had company.”

“These are my friends.” I jerk a thumb toward Max. “I don’t think you’ve officially met Max yet. It’s just him and his sister right now because their dad’s away. They’re hanging out if it’s okay.”

Mamma lifts herself from the couch and pushes forward, straightening the hem of her shirt. “It’s so nice to meet you, Max. Ricky’s told me all about you.”

“Likewise, ma’am.” He places a hand on Kat’s shoulder. “This is my sister, Katherine.”

“But you can call me Kat,” she murmurs, gripping Max’s fingers with both hands and staring at the carpet. One dirty, frayed sneaker slides back and forth over the piled, brown fibers.

“Then Kat it is.” Mamma crouches. “And you can call me Sarah.” She squints, seeming to give Max and Kat a critical eye. “You guys hungry?”

Kat looks under her lashes to Mamma and nods. “Starving.”

“Oh, no.” Max straightens and squares his shoulders. “We couldn’t put you out, Mrs. Morgan. We’ll grab something at home and—”

“Nonsense.” Mamma waves a hand in the air. “I’ll not have my daughter’s guests leave without a good meal.” She stands and smiles, the tiredness falling now that she has a purpose. “We’ll eat in an hour. Do you have any food allergies or anything I need to know about?”

She’ll never stop being a nurse, thinking of safety first.

“No, ma’am.” Max sighs, giving me an unreadable glance. “Thanks.”

Daddy laughs. “Might as well get used to it, son. My wife is as stubborn as they come.” He claps Max on the back and follows Mamma into the kitchen.

I giggle. “Oh, stop looking so glum. It’s not like she asked you to cut off a finger or something.”

Kat pulls on my arm. “Tilly, can we go look at those games you have? And can I pick out a book to take home?”

“Of course.” I head toward my room with Kat in tow, and Max shuffling behind. “But one book isn’t enough. Pick out as many as you’d like, as long as you bring them back.”

She squeals.

I glance over my shoulder at Max and grin.

He rolls his eyes, but a small smile plays on his lips. His stare sweeps over me with intensity.

Clearing my throat, I step into my room, grateful for the distraction and camaraderie of unexpected friends.
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Tilly, Get the Shotgun





Mamma rustles up canned chili, skillet cornbread—which she somehow managed with the grill—and fresh squash picked from her garden this morning. 

Max tosses himself against the back of his chair, rubbing his stomach. “I can’t eat another bite, Mrs. Morgan. That was delicious.”

“I can.” Kat bounces in her seat and holds out an empty plate.

Daddy laughs and ladles a heaping spoon of chili and another slice of cornbread. “Where you gonna put it all, squirt?”

“In my mouth,” she says and tucks in. Crumbles of bread fall from her lips.

Outside, the descending sun touches the horizon. Its last golden rays fall through the slats of the window blinds and paint all five of us with alternating bars of shadow and light.

Mamma takes Daddy’s lighter and touches the flame to the wick of a fat, white pillar candle sitting in the middle of the table.

“So, Max.” Daddy slips a cigarette from his front shirt pocket. “You been practicing with that gun?”

“Yessir.” Max reaches toward his back, but Daddy waves a hand.

“No need to bring it out.” He tamps the end of the unlit cigarette into a palm a couple of times and glances at me. “Half-pint, you wanna get more practice in this week?” His head turns to Max. “If you’re still okay with us using your land?”

“Of course.” One hand scratches at his chin. “And Tilly’s welcome to swing by anytime.” His storm-cloud eyes meet mine and he gives a secret grin, eyes full of… something.

I swallow, heat racing through my veins.

Daddy’s head turns to Max, then me, then to Max again. He jams the cigarette into his mouth and stands. “Son, follow me.” A grimace pulls at his face.

Max loses his fiendish smile. He rises, drawing his shoulders inward, and follows Daddy outside, the front door banging shut behind them.

“Well,” Mamma says while gathering plates. “He did warn him.”

I can’t decide if I want to laugh or cry at the thought of Daddy tearing into him for flirting.

Boom!

The pictures on the living room wall rattle against the wood. One falls to the carpet and the glass shatters.

“Holy crap. What was that?” Mamma’s green eyes widen, and she drops the plates to the table.

Kat throws herself from her chair and hugs Mamma’s waist, her thin face wan and wild, like an animal looking for somewhere to hide.

“It sounded like it came from the street.” I flick the napkin from my lap and shoot to my feet.

The voices of shouting men spur me to run to the front door.

“Wait, Tilly, get the shotgun.”

But it’s too late. My fingers wrap around the smooth, cold knob and I jerk open the door, planting myself face-first into Max’s back.

He stands frozen, but that’s not what has my full attention.

Daddy, on the last step of the porch, has his gun raised and pointed to a small group of people on the other side of the front yard’s chain-link fence.

Disgust swells in my blood. Leonard, from Eulan, stands with a deer rifle propped on his shoulder and aimed in our direction.

Though it’s dusk, there’s still enough light to see the men wear camo and sport black and green painted faces like they’re soldiers or something.

“You ain’t so high and mighty now, are ya, Ricky Morgan?” Leonard hawks a wad of spit onto the grass near Daddy’s feet. “Amazin’ what kind of information an old-fashioned phone book contains—like a name and address.” On his left hand, the little finger’s taped next to its neighbor—a reminder of what Daddy did after the scumbag shot at us.

“Guess we’re at a stalemate.” Daddy seems calm and sure, his stance wide and arms like steel, his voice even and firm.

“Stalemate?” Leonard looks at his group and giggles. “Nah, this here’s what you’d call a check. Seems I got the upper hand this time. If you shoot me, my friends here will get mighty offended and shoot back, killing the rest of your family.”

“Uh, actually, winning is called checkmate, you stupid asshole. Check’s when the king is under attack.” What an idiot. “And it kind of looks like you only have half an upper hand.”

Inside, I snicker at my own joke. I should be scared, but something is wound tight inside of me, like a rope pulled tautly and in danger of snapping. How dare these jerks show up and threaten us when we did nothing wrong.

“Well,” he sighs. “Pardon me. Guess we don’t get the fancy schooling out in Eulan you Callahan folks get.” His face hardens, casting dark shadows over his ragged beard and greasy hair. “And my hand is just fine, you little bitch.”

Several of his buddies chuckle bitterly.

I try to fully step out from behind Max, but he pushes a hand behind to keep me in place. “Keep your mouth shut, Tilly.” His voice is quiet, and cracks on my name.

“I’m not afraid of him.” Jabbing an elbow into Max’s side, I lean outward and crane my neck.

“Well, I am.” Max moves to keep me out of view. “My sister and your mother are inside the house. Do you want them hurt—or worse?” he hisses.

He’s got a point.

“Listen, Leonard.” Daddy lowers his gun a couple of inches. “Let’s deal with this like civilized men, okay?”

“Civilized? Is that what you call breakin’ a man’s fingers for protecting his rightful property?”

“You shot your gun near my daughter.” Low and dangerous, Daddy’s words cut through the dusky evening. “I was protecting my family.”

Leonard’s baleful gaze cuts to Max and me, then back to my dad. “A fair point, I’ll give ya that.” He glances at a short, red-headed man at his side. “Mayhap we can come to some kind of agreement, some recompense.” He enunciates each syllable of the last word as if he’s trying to explain something to a class of preschoolers.

Daddy swallows.

Max’s fingers grasp my forearm and he pulls me into his side. I can’t tell if it’s a protective gesture or if he’s looking for comfort.

“I’m listening.” Daddy lowers the revolver.

“Good, good.” A sickening grin twists Leonard’s lips, and the men around him shift on their feet. “We’ll take our recompense from inside your house.” When he smiles, the gap where an incisor should be is dark against his other teeth.

“No.” Daddy’s voice is deathly quiet. “Everything inside is what we need to survive.”

Leonard sighs dramatically. “Well, well, boys.” He shakes his head, the stringy strands of hair brushing against his ears. “Guess we can’t be spreading the Good Word today if there’s folks who don’t wanna hear it.”

Daddy twists his neck and stares at me, then toward the front door. His forehead furrows, then his face smooths and something like a small smile tugs at his bottom lip as if he knows a secret.

Mamma and Kat are still inside, thank God. How are we going to get out of this? If we let these thugs ransack the house, they’ll leave us with nothing.

“Wait,” Daddy breathes, his eyes meeting mine before they swing back to the group in front of him. “You win.” He stands aside and sweeps an arm toward the porch. “Go ahead.”

“No, Daddy.” I scramble out of Max’s grip and throw myself into my dad’s arms. “You can’t let them take our stuff. It’s not right.” My voice is thick with emotion. Anger and revulsion pulse throughout my limbs at the thought of these vile men invading my home and stealing our stuff—my stuff.

“It’s okay, Half-pint.” He pushes me away, the revolver pointed to the ground. “Trust me,” he breathes under his breath.

In one line, the men head for the steps, their faces ranging from jovial to secret cunning.

I squeeze my lips together and try not to imagine their dirty hands pawing through everything Mamma and Daddy have worked so hard to buy over the years.

One older man, his beard long and gray, stands at the edge of the road, keeping his eyes on us.

Leonard pauses in the act of reaching for the door handle. “Keep an eye on them, Jake. If they get to lookin’ antsy, put a hole in the girl’s foot.”

Daddy stiffens and clenches his fist, but the other hand with the gun remains motionless.

Wish I had a gun. I’d blow the back of his head off right now—if I could manage to make the shot. If I live through this, I’m taking target practice more seriously. Daddy’s right—the world’s going to hell in a handbasket and we’ve got to be prepared.

All this time, I’ve gone with the flow, expecting things to return to normal soon, but it’s been a week without any word from the local, state, or federal governments. Whatever happened, it’s obvious it’s not limited to this area. Our community has no choice but to work together, because if we don’t, people like Leonard will pick us off one by one.

The door squeaks as Leonard pulls open the screen.

Bang. A single blast rings through the darkening evening, and it seems like everything moves in slow motion.

All four men, who cleared the three steps, were standing in a semi-circle around Leonard. Now, they either bend over or collapse to the floor—screaming, crying, wailing, or all three.

From the black rectangular darkness of the threshold, the circular end of a shotgun wobbles, then drops downward. The frame of the doorway shows a huge, splintered chunk missing from the wood about three feet from the floor.

Daddy leaps up the steps and rushes to the door, stepping over groaning, crying men. “Sarah, y’all okay?” He carefully loosens her hold on the weapon and gives her shoulders a shake.

“I-I shot at them, Ricky.” Her voice is shrill and uneven.

“It’s okay, you were protecting our property—and us.” Daddy turns his attention to the men on the porch. One crawls toward the wooden edge of the steps, splinters of wood embedded through his pants leg and red blood oozing through the material. He moans and whimpers.

Leonard, who was in the direct line of fire, lies on the porch as if dazed, his own weapon nowhere to be seen. The other two men clutch at their shins and sob.

Jake, the old guy who was supposed to be the sentry, is nowhere to be seen.

Peering at the road, I catch his white shirt glowing in the dark while he runs down the street. His gun lies on the ground near the gate.

Not much of a guard. A crazy burst of laughter flies from my mouth and I fold over, letting it pour forth.

As if my mirth breaks a spell, Max dashes onto the porch. “Kat? Kat?” His tone is frantic.

“Max.” She sprints to him, her eyes as round as tennis balls.

He hugs her to his middle. When she tries to peek at the bloody mess below, he turns her toward the house. “Let’s go inside. You don’t need to see this.”

“Tilly,” Daddy says. “Come here.” He raises his pistol and points it at Leonard. “Well, Lenny, looks like you got what you came for—trouble.” With the toe of a heavy work boot, Daddy gives the man’s thigh a solid kick. “You got lucky my wife’s small and doesn’t like guns, otherwise none of you would be breathing right now.” He cocks his weapon and points it at Leonard’s forehead only two feet away. “Now, get your sorry asses off my property and take care of your wounded. If I ever catch you near my house, or even in this town again, I won’t hesitate—and I never miss.”

Leonard wipes at several wooden shrapnel wounds on his arms, then hauls himself to his feet. Without another word, he drags one of the men off the porch, while another guy lumbers to his feet unsteadily and follows, his eyes cast downward.

When Leonard steps through the gate and bends to retrieve a discarded weapon on the ground, Daddy clucks his tongue. “Nope. As a matter of fact, leave all your guns here.”

Another shot rings out across the air from the direction of Mr. Miller’s house. He’s hanging out of his open front window, a rifle propped on the sill, his eye focused through the sight. “You boys bit off more than you could chew, didn’t ya?” His cackle of laughter is chilling, even to me.

“You’re going to pay for this.” The greasy-haired hillbilly tosses the gun to the grass, not even bothering to turn on the safety. Luckily, it doesn’t go off. “Your whole goddamn town’s gonna pay.”

Daddy hitches a shoulder. “I’m protecting what’s mine, just like you.” He waves the tip of his barrel. “Go on, get your thieving asses outta here.”

The other men’s weapons are still on the porch where they dropped them.

Leonard limps to help the guy who seems most hurt, throwing a shoulder under his arm and dragging him onto the street.

“And don’t let the door hit ya where the good Lord split ya,” Mr. Miller screams.

Daddy mumbles something unintelligible, his eyes hard and glittering as they follow every movement of Leonard and his crew.

It’s fully dark and clouds cover the scant moonlight, but a sock or pale hand flashes every now and again, dwindling the farther away they shuffle.

“Come on.” An arms snakes across my shoulder. “Let’s get the fuck inside.” Daddy nods to Mr. Miller. “Thanks, James.”

“Any time. You need help cleaning up?”

“No, not right now.” He waves. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.” His yellow, crooked teeth show through a wicked grin. “Think I’ll keep an eye out for our friends for a little while, in case they want to play with us some more.”

The old man is as crazy as a rabid coon.

Daddy points to the wooden slats of the porch and the rather impressive gap of peppered and splintered wood in the door frame. “We’ll clean this up in the morning. First things first, though: let’s go check on your mamma and that little squirt.”

With a kiss to the top of my head, he steers me inside and locks the door.
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Spending the Night





It’s been thirty minutes since the showdown with Leonard and his gang. Daddy lights an extra candle and sets it on the coffee table. 

I sit on the couch with Max, and Kat sits on his other side. The adrenaline in my blood slows and now I feel drained and numb like I’ve run all day and night and only want to sleep for twenty hours.

Mamma and Daddy rest on the loveseat directly across from me.

“What a damn mess.” Daddy rubs his temples and squeezes his eyes shut. “I hope that was the last we’ll hear of them, but it’s hard to tell. In the morning, I’m going to call another emergency meeting. This town has to build some sort of barricade or it’s gonna get pillaged, slaughtered, or both. People have got to wake up and stop sitting on their asses.”

A cold shiver creeps up my spine and slides its icy fingers across the nape of my neck.

Max clasps his sister’s hand, then slides his other into mine and squeezes, cutting his eyes to the side to stare at me. Fear, or concern, seems to swirl in his irises, lending them an indigo hue. There’s a look of vulnerability on his face in place of his normally guarded features.

I grip his hand back and imagine my gaze probably holds the same emotion.

“You sure you’re okay, Kat?” He twists toward his sister and inspects her face.

“Uh-huh.” She nods, the candlelight highlighting her blondish-red hair. “Those were bad men, and Mrs. Morgan saved us. She’s a hero.” Her tone holds wonder and awe.

I smile a little and try to see my mother through her eyes. I’d expected Mamma to be nervous, maybe even tearful, but no—it’s as if shooting at those men has given her an inner determination—a burning fire stripping away her anxiety.

“Honey, please call me Sarah.” Mamma gives a hesitant grin. “And I reminded them we protect our own around here. Girls can be strong, too.”

“I love you,” Daddy says and tucks her into the crook of his arm. He turns to Max, squinting his eyes. “Son, I know you’re probably itching to get back home—”

“Yessir.”

“—but you live awfully far away in the country to be biking in the dark. Plus, you’re exposed out there without any neighbors for help.” Daddy crosses a leg over a knee. “How far is your place, two or three miles?”

“Two and half.” Max shrugs. “I can keep us safe.”

Kat bites her bottom lip and glances to my dad, then to Max, a watery sheen in her eyes. “Max,” she whispers. “I don’t wanna go home in the dark.” Her index finger and thumb pluck at her eyebrow. “Can’t we stay here tonight?” She leans next to his upper arm and wraps her fingers around his bicep. “Please?” Her voice warbles, making her sound even younger.

He takes a deep breath, holds it for a few seconds, then lets it out. “Mr. and Mrs. Morgan, I don’t want to put you out.”

“Nonsense.” Standing, Mamma smooths her shirt. “You and Kat can use Sissy’s old room if one of you doesn’t mind sleeping on the floor. I’ve got a mattress topper somewhere that’ll make a good pallet.”

“I wanna sleep with Tilly.” Kat leans forward to peer at me, a pleading look in her eyes. “Can I?”

My heart warms. “Absolutely. We can make it a girls night and play some board games.” I try to inject flippancy into my words, as if being threatened by those thugs and Mamma nearly taking their heads off was a routine occurrence. No big deal.

“Yay.” Her wan face brightens. She turns to her brother. “You can play, too, but when it’s time to go to sleep, you have to go to your own bed. Boys don’t sleep with girls.”

His eyes meet mine and scarlet flushes his cheeks.

I glance away, embarrassment crawling up my neck as well.

“I’ll play some games, but yeah, I don’t wanna sleep in the same room as girls.” He releases my hand and thumps her nose. “You two probably fart all night long.”

She and I both let out a giggle—hers full of amusement, mine full of nervous relief.

Daddy rises and inspects the windows, double-checking everything’s closed and latched. “Sounds like a fun time.” He flicks a corner of a curtain and stares at the dark yard. “I’ll keep an eye on things for a while, make sure we aren’t bothered again.”

“I can take a turn watching, Mr. Morgan, if you’d like.”

With a solemn nod, Daddy spreads out a hand. “Why don’t you come outside while I have a smoke break, Max. We’ll have a little talk, and maybe set up a sleep schedule so we can both get some rest tonight.”

Max shoots upward and follows Daddy out the front door. After a couple of tries, he finally wedges the door closed.

Guess the wood’s a little warped since Mamma took out part of the doorjamb.

She breathes out and leans the back of her head against the couch.

“You wanna play a game, Mamma?” I ask while Kat takes her brother’s recently vacated spot.

“No, y’all have fun. There’s a loaf of bread in the pantry that’s still good, and some peanut butter and jelly next to it if you get hungry later.” She massages the back of her neck. “I’m going to hit the hay. I’m utterly drained.”

“Thanks for what you did back there.” I never knew my mother had it in her. She’s always hated guns, yet if it hadn’t been for her…

Her emerald stare meets mine. “I’ll always protect my family.” She looks to the closed door. “I wish I knew how your sister’s doing. After tonight, I’m even more worried.”

“She has Mark. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her.”

With a grunt, Mamma pushes herself to her feet. “True. He’s a good man.” Like an old woman, she trudges to the kitchen table, grabs a lit candle, and heads to her and Daddy’s bedroom. “Y’all try to have fun tonight.”

“We will, Mrs. Morgan.” Kat’s eyebrows draw inward. “I mean Sarah. Thanks for letting us have a sleepover.”

“You’re welcome, Kat. It’s nice to have two girls in my home again.” She glances over her shoulder with a tired smile. “Anytime you want to visit, you make that brother of yours bring you over.” With a quiet click, the bedroom door shuts.

The low murmur of Max and Daddy speaking on the front porch reaches my ears, yet I can’t make out what they’re saying.

“Well, come on.” I stand and pull her up with me. “Let’s go find something fun to do.”

And hopefully, a game will take my mind off what happened tonight—and whatever lies ahead. I’d give anything to go back to a week ago, even if it meant staying in this podunk half-desert town.
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If I Wanted to Kiss You





Morning light crawls across my face and I groan, blinking sleep from my eyes. 

Something jabs me in the stomach.

“Oof.” Grimacing, I make out Kat’s tousled hair covering part of her pillow. “Hey, you’re a bed hog, little squirt.”

She laughs and kicks off the covers, holding a hand to cover a yawn. “Well, you snore and drool.”

“What?” I wipe my chin. “I do not.”

Instead of answering, she points to my pillow, where a small wet circle stains the pillowcase and giggles.

Snorting, I push past her to the bathroom and use the toilet. When I’m done, I take the bucket of water sitting in the tub and pour half of it into the bowl, the pressure forcing everything to flush.

Daddy mentioned we’ll have to quit doing this at some point because the sewage is flowing to the plant and not being treated. He’s worried the lines will eventually back up, which will not only be disgusting, but dangerous with noxious fumes and gasses in the pipes.

Last night consisted of Monopoly between Kat and me, then Max joined us for a game of Clue. Afterward, I think we were all drained. Max went to sleep in Sissy’s room and was supposed to relieve Daddy after four hours.

When I finish in the bathroom, I show Kat how to pour the water to force the toilet to flush. I grab a new toothbrush from the medicine cabinet and point to where the toothpaste tube is located. “Don’t forget to brush your teeth, you little bed hog.”

She sticks out her tongue.

After that, I head out of the room.

As soon as I step into the hall, I run smack dab into Max’s chest. I grab his arms to keep myself from falling.

“Hey, Lookout.” He steadies me with a hand. “You sleepwalking?” He chuckles, the pitch high and happy. With a quick flick of his wrist, the stress ball leaves his hand and whacks me on the forehead.

“Stop.” I try to catch it, but he snatches the ball from the air and grabs my hand.

“Or what?” He presses closer and I back against the wall, staring up at his face.

I gulp, and my heart flutters. For only sleeping a few hours, he looks rested and relaxed. Guess the stress ball works. Maybe I should get one. His bottom jaw’s covered with day-old stubble, the golden dawn light shining through the living room windows causing little glints of brown and red to sparkle when he turns his head.

He’s kind of cute, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. “Or I’ll kick you in the damn nuts.” Swallowing again, I continue to hold his stare.

His eyes flash, turning a lighter shade of blue, and he gives a rakish grin.

The tips of his fingers brush the back of my hand, and I try to pull away, but he doesn’t let go. Instead, he brings my hand to his mouth and lightly brushes my knuckles with his lips. “Would you still kick me if I wanted to kiss you?”

Frozen, I can only stand here, my focus on his warm breath caressing my flesh. He wants to kiss me? The room spins and blood pounds in my veins. Haven’t I always fantasized about being kissed? Suddenly, I’m terrified and thrilled at the same time. Does he like me? Do I like him?

“Breakfast is ready,” Daddy booms.

Both of us jump, and Max drops my hand and scampers away so fast I question what just happened.

Daddy’s head pokes from the kitchen doorway, his gaze flashing from me to Max. “I hope I wasn’t interrupting anything.” There’s an ominous tone of warning in his words and I blush.

Max smashes the ball into his fist and shakes his head. “Absolutely not, sir.” He doesn’t look at me.

I can’t decide if I’m angry he’s not standing up to my dad, or if I’m amused by Daddy’s lame attempt at asserting his fatherly duty once again.

Rolling my eyes, I push past both and head to the kitchen.

Men are dumb, especially ocean-eyed males with nice faces who confuse me.
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Callahan's Fresh Beef





It’s been three weeks since that night with Leonard and his crew. Three or four mornings a week, Daddy and I head to Max’s place and practice shooting. 

This morning, Mamma sent breakfast leftovers, canned goods, and water, as she does at least once or twice every week.

Max’s eyes linger on the bag of groceries and he scowls, squinting at it like it’s a live snake. “Me and Kat are fine. We don’t need your charity.”

“It’s not a handout, Max.” I shove the bag into his chest. “You guys are part of our family now, and we take care of one another.”

His jaw clenches. “I appreciate this, I really do, but—”

“Besides, you let us borrow your place to practice. It’s payment—not charity.” I blast him with a smile and steeple my hands together in front of my chest. “Please take it. For me?”

Staring at my face, the frown disappears, and he exhales. “Fine. But I’m going to pay you back eventually.” He moves forward and wraps an arm around the reusable sack, his fingers brushing mine. For a moment, our fingertips linger together, and he stares into my eyes. His lips part, as if he’s about to say something, but then he clamps his mouth shut.

He really does have a nice face. I’m not sure how I haven’t noticed it before.

Daddy clears his throat.

Max breaks away—a cherry-red flush climbing his neck—and trudges up the steps to disappear inside the darkened trailer.

Kat sits on a log farther away to the side of the house, earmuffs covering her ears to protect them from the eventual noise of gunshots. “Are y’all going to shoot something or you gonna talk all day?”

Daddy chuckles. “Squirt, you remind me of Sissy when she was about your age.”

Oh, Sissy. I wish I knew how you were doing. What I wouldn’t give to see your shining face right now.

When Callahan heard what happened with Leonard and his crew, it lit a fire under everyone’s asses. Most of the town pulled together, and with extra wood, scrap metal, and cars, built barricades at all the roads leading in and out of town.

The next stage is erecting a wall around the perimeter, which will be more labor intensive, but nearly everyone agrees might be necessary if the power doesn’t come back.

Max steps outside, and for the next hour, he and I take turns shooting cans, bottles, and whatever else we can find, increasing the distance every few minutes or so. I manage to hit the target four times out of ten, and Max hit his more times than not.

“Hey, what’s that black stuff over there?” Kat stands tiptoe on her log and pulls off the earmuffs, her finger pointing to the north.

Against the bright sun, grayish-black smoke billows into the air above the treetops. It’s hard to gauge how far away it is, maybe a couple of miles.

Daddy shields his eyes with a hand and freezes. “I think it’s Larry Sutton’s ranch, or somewhere close.” He caresses his chin and stares at the ground, lost in thought.

“Isn’t that where Callahan’s been getting its fresh beef?” The town has set up a type of barter system, and every Sunday and Wednesday, holds church services and then residents gather downtown and load tables with surplus stock. Mr. Sutton or one of his ranch hands brings milk, eggs, and beef at least once a week in exchange for fresh vegetables or whatever else he needs.

“Yeah, Half-pint.” He flicks on the safety of his gun and slips it into its holster. “I need to get you back to town so I can check it out.”

“Wait.” I put my hands on my hips. “I’m not a baby. I’m coming, too.”

“No, it could be dangerous.” His tone is solid and no-nonsense, but I don’t care.

“What’s the point of teaching me how to shoot if I’m coddled like a helpless kid?”

“The point is to make sure you can defend yourself if the need ever arises.” With one hand, he sweeps the loose ammo scattered on the table back into its box. “Not to go out looking for trouble. I’m not letting my daughter—”

“I’m going, and that’s that.” I mimic his movements, and after I’m sure the safety is secure, I stow my gun in my backpack. “We can stand here and argue about it all day, or we can go check it out and see if anyone needs help.”

Daddy’s irises flash with irritation and he opens his mouth to argue.

Max raises a hand. “Excuse me, sir, but Tilly’s right. If you want her to learn how to defend herself and survive, you need to stop treating her like she’s incapable of helping.” He lifts a shoulder and gives me a solemn stare. “She’s strong and smart. She can hold her own.” A secret grin transforms and softens his face. “Trust me, she’s pretty tough.”

A flush of pleasure shoots to my toes, and if Daddy weren’t here, I’d probably hug Max. Instead, I offer him a small nod of thanks, then turn my attention to my dad.

He glowers, raises his gaze to the sky, and mumbles something under his breath that sounds suspiciously like, “God help me.”

Unable to keep it inside, a huge snort sneaks out of my mouth.

Daddy gives Max a glare, then heads toward our parked bikes.

“I want to go, too,” Max says, “But I can’t leave Kat alone.” He grabs my hand as I pass and squeezes. “Be careful, okay?”

“Of course.” Some unbidden emotion rises in me, gratefulness, maybe? “See you tomorrow?”

“Yeah.” Max nods and licks his lips, his stare skating over my face to rest on my mouth.

Daddy throws a gaze over his shoulder. “Come on, move your ass. Let’s go.”

Max’s fingers hastily drop my hand, and he motions for Kat to follow him into the trailer. Without another look back, he shuts the door, and I remember to breathe.

One quick gaze to the north and the smoke is thicker and darker as if it’s either spreading, getting hotter, or both.

I sprint to my waiting bicycle, eager—yet anxious—to see what’s in flames.
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Barn Fire





Winded and gasping for breath, Daddy and I follow County Road 121, which leads in the general direction of the fire. Dust and small rocks fly from the force of our wheels. 

Daddy manages to light a cigarette and puffs it every minute or so, his eyes seeming to scour the countryside through the hazy cloud.

“You’re blowing that nasty crap all over your youngest daughter. Thanks in advance for the lung cancer.”

He sighs, flicks it ahead of the bike, and crushes it with his tire, smashing the rounded, orange-glowing tip.

“Love you, too.” I smile. “What’re you going to do if things are still the same in a few months and there aren’t any more cigarettes left?”

Along the bar ditches, weeds and sunflowers line mesquite- and barbed-wire fences. The squat, ugly trees give way to fields of hay. Scattered throughout are small patches of dying vegetation. Without electricity, there’s no way the owners can keep the fields irrigated, and the West Texas sun, now into June, will continue to beam its brutal heat and kill anything remotely green.

“Quit, I guess.” Low and forlorn, it sounds like he’s been asked to give up his first-born child.

I increase my speed and slide next to him, twisting my neck to watch his face. “Who knew it would only take an apocalypse to make you quit.”

“You know, I bet your Mamma knows how to grow tobacco leaves…”

“Don’t you dare.” I sway on my bike and refocus on the road, regaining my balance so I don’t end up flat on my back or thrown over the handlebars again.

He lets out a loud guffaw. “I’m kidding, Half-pint.”

Closer to the smoke, a sprawling earthen-colored stucco ranch house takes shape, its low-lying roof covering a huge wrap-around porch supported by oaken pillars.

Farther to the side of the home, flames of orange and yellow crawl up the large barn built from gray sheet metal and weathered wood. Twenty or so horses neigh and whinny, their eyes rolling with fear. They gather as far from the inferno as possible, milling against a corner of the fence next to the road.

“Shit.” Daddy’s face blanches, and he turns into a driveway with a welded arc above the opened gates. An S graces the middle of the gateway, and an L hangs from the bottom of the other letter. His tires bump over the cattle guard, creating a metallic bump-bump. “Follow me, let’s go see if we can do anything to help.”

I’m right on his tail, trying to scan everywhere at once. How did the barn catch fire so early in the morning?

A herd of longhorn cattle stand next to a stock tank a couple hundred feet away, seemingly unconcerned with the plight of the burning building. Their mouths move rhythmically while they chew cud, and their long, curved horns would be intimidating if their dull, brown eyes didn’t look so bored.

Pulling up short to the front of the wide, brown ranch house, Daddy throws his bike to the ground and runs to the group of men shouting or holding their hands to their heads.

I prop my bike and sprint to catch up.

“Can we help?” Daddy asks, directing his comment to the older rancher.

Larry Sutton, a man somewhere in his fifties, strokes his gray handlebar mustache and removes his crème-colored cowboy hat. “No, Ricky, I wish you could, but unless you have a firetruck on the way, my barn is totally gone.”

“Damn, I’m sorry.” With a quick squeeze of the older man’s shoulders, Daddy shakes his head and turns to the blaze.

The sheet metal curls and the heat’s so intense I step back, even though we’re already thirty feet away. A flaming beam teeters, then crashes to the ground, sending up a storm of embers.

“Hey.” Daddy squints to the area between the barn and house, which is probably around fifty feet of dirt and gravel. “We need to make sure those sparks don’t blow onto your roof.”

“Junior,” Sutton calls, wiggling his fingers in a come here gesture.

A young kid, maybe fourteen or fifteen, turns and trots to the older man. “Yeah, Daddy?”

“You and your brothers get that extra water in the house and throw it against the siding and the roof. All we need is for the fucking house to catch on fire, too.”

The boy nods and leaves.

“How’d this happen in the first place?” Daddy backsteps a few feet and wipes his forehead with the back of a hand.

Char and smoke drift into my nose and against my eyes, causing tears to form.

Mr. Sutton grabs a side of his curled mustache and twirls it between two fingers. He eyes me for a few seconds, as if trying to determine how much to say, I think.

I square my shoulders and meet his gaze, daring him to try and dismiss me.

“Guess you might as well hear it, too. Ain’t gonna do nobody any good if it stays secret.” He pulls a blue bandana from a back pocket, wipes his forehead, then plunks the hat back on. “A group of armed men beats on the door sometime in the early morning, a couple hours before the sun came up.”

“What?” Daddy’s voice is cold iron. “Is everyone okay?”

Burning wood pops and crackles, and a piece of tin crashes to the ground. Several of the other men still milling about curse and jump backward. Junior and his brothers haul buckets of water and splash the house, then he sends them, the other men, and the empty buckets to the stock tank to refill.

“Yeah, Suzie’s a little shook up, but she’ll be fine.” Pulling a pouch of tobacco from a pocket of his shirt, he pinches out some shreds and stuffs it in his bottom lip. “But them boys weren’t too smart. I was already awake and working in the barn, so when I heard the banging, I snuck up behind them with Ole Bertha.” When he smiles, a piece of brown tobacco sticks to a tooth.

“Who’s that?” I’m having a hard time imagining armed men intimidated by a woman named Ole Bertha.

Mr. Sutton waggles his gray eyebrows and pulls a humongous revolver from a holster at his hip. “She’s my pride and joy.” His eyes caress the metal, then he re-holsters the weapon. “One of the men, the leader, I think, tried to intimidate us into giving them horses and food. Said it was their divine right, that God had sent them to us for protection, and in return—a tithe was due.”

My eyes meet Daddy’s, and his mouth tightens. He refocuses on Sutton. “Did this guy give you a name?”

“No, I didn’t give him time. Shot a warning from Ole Bertha and told him to get the fuck off my property.” Mr. Sutton’s eyes crinkle at the corners. “He and his cronies laughed for a few seconds, but they weren’t laughing when my boys slipped outside with shotguns.”

His boys drench the sides and roof of the ranch house. A few orange embers drift to the shingles but sputter out when they land on the wet surface.

“I told them unless they wanted to meet their maker sooner rather than later, they’d better leave and never return.” He glances at the burning barn, which is becoming more of a blackened frame of a barn instead of an actual dwelling. A look of pain flashes across his face. “I thought we’d seen the last of them. A couple of hours later, I spotted a man running across the fields, away from the barn. I started toward him, then saw the spreading flames on the side of the building, like someone poured gasoline and lit a match.” A long sigh leaves his mouth. “It ain’t right, burning a man’s property and endangering his livelihood, especially with how things are now.”

“I’m sorry.” Daddy shakes his head. “At least it wasn’t your house, and no one was hurt.”

“Yessir, but I have a feeling that ain’t the last we’ll see of those cowards.”

Daddy’s face hardens. “If it’s who I think it is, we’ve already had run-ins.”

A low creak, then a groan, floats from the burning barn.

With a hand to my arm, Daddy pulls me farther away. “Everyone needs to get back. I think the roof’s about to collapse.”

The men, sweat staining their shirts and pouring from their faces, jog to where we stand. No sooner do they arrive than does the barn collapse in on itself, sending a shower of sparks and wood outward.

“Well, guess I’ll wait for the fire to exhaust itself, and then figure out what we’re going to do. My horses can’t be exposed out in the open, especially at night.”

“I’ll see if I can get a group of people from town to help with the cleanup. Afterward, I’m sure we’ll figure out a way to build a new one for you. If the lumber store won’t help, there are plenty of old houses falling apart which might yield some good wood to reuse.”

A glassy sheen covers Mr. Sutton’s eyes. “Ricky, you’re a good man.” He claps Daddy on the shoulder. “Say, you got those civil patrols arranged for the town, right?”

Daddy nods.

“Well, how would you feel about adding horses for transportation? They’re a lot faster than bikes.”

“What would you want in exchange?”

“For the patrol to check on all the country folk. Living out here—” he flings an arm toward the fields and back to the road. “—keeps us out of the loop, and if we need help, there’s no way to get it now.”

“I think it’s a great idea, and after today, proof it’s needed, too. We have a limited supply of flares to use for emergencies, so I’ll get some sent to you. If something like this happens again, shoot it off. We’re going to be building watchtowers for each direction as an extra measure of safety.” Daddy rubs the back of his neck. “I’ve got some other plans in mind, too, if the power doesn’t come back.”

Sutton’s eyes widen. “You don’t think it’s coming back at all, do you?”

I shift from one foot to the other. Hot sunshine blasts the crown of my head, and the inferno beats from the husk of what’s left of the barn. Flames eat at the framework, but they’re smaller since their appetite is being sated by hundred-year-old wood.

Daddy leans his head to look at the turquoise sky. “No. One of the guards took in a small family from Abilene a couple of nights ago. It’s like this all over the state, they said. People are looting in the town and becoming desperate. The Air Force base is on lockdown and shoots on sight when anyone approaches the gate, which tells me the government’s not in any better shape.” He lets out a long breath. “Something bad’s comin’, Larry, I can feel it in my bones. I think the shitshow is just beginning.”
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Funerals and Catastrophes





After Daddy and I return home, I lug several buckets of water to the bathtub and bathe the smoke and stink from my body. Even in the hot house, the well water is freezing, so I’m clean in record time. 

Ever since Mr. Sutton pointed out how isolated it is in the country, my stomach’s been tumbling with worry for Max and Kat. I understand why Daddy was so concerned.

I try to banish the worry and pick up a Stephen King novel I’d started last night, but the words blur and my mind wanders. What’s it going to be like in another few months, in a year? A shiver crawls up my arms and I slam the book shut.

Needing fresh air, I step out into the backyard.

A tall, straight persimmon tree near the back fence points its slim body to the sky, its small, green leaves surrounding the upper half like a dress. Today, there’s not much of a breeze, and the air is already stifling. The sky is azure without a cloud in sight. A flock of birds fly high in the air, their bodies tiny Vs in the distance.

Bet it hits a hundred degrees today.

Mamma kneels, digging in her garden, her red hair pulled into a loose ponytail. A line of annoyance mars her forehead. With one hand, she flicks several weeds over a shoulder.

I pace closer, crunching the grass under my feet.

She glances up and shields her eyes. “Hey there. Wanna help?”

“Sure.” Shrugging, I get to my knees and she motions to the areas that need weeding.

“Those are potato plants.” She points to the tip of a small hand shovel and taps a leaf. “Potatoes are tubers and grow underground. They’ll be ready soon, and we can plant more at the end of summer, so we’ll have some for the fall. If I plan this right, we’ll have enough to keep us through winter since they last months. We can store them in the cellar where it’s cool and dark.”

I clear a few pieces of grass growing from the soil. “So we won’t starve?” I give her a grin, knowing we have enough canned and jarred food in the cellar to last a year thanks to her jarring hobby over the years.

She smiles. “Your daddy would never let us starve, but it never hurts to be prepared.” Her attention moves to the plant’s leaves, and she turns a few over, running a fingertip over the veiny surfaces. “He told me about Sutton’s barn.”

“Yeah, it sounds like that Leonard jackass—”

“Tilly Morgan.” Her lips thin and she raises an eyebrow.

“Sorry.” I inhale, rethinking my choice of words. “That jack wagon did it.” I sit on the backs of my calves. “I don’t understand how someone could do something so mean, especially when we should all be working together.”

Mamma shakes her head. “Funerals and catastrophes bring out people’s true natures. All we can do is try to help those who need it and pray for people like him.”

My upper lip curls in a sneer. “You’re kidding, right? Why would I pray for such a scumbag? If I did pray, it would be for him to go straight to hell.”

“I’m not saying to pray he has a wonderful life. I mean pray for his soul.” She digs around a row of leafy greenery, then pulls on the top. “Ah, I see a few of these guys are ready.” Lying in her palm are several thick, orange carrots.

“Well, you can pray for his soul. I’m going to pray he gets a taste of his own medicine. He’s gonna mess with the wrong person one day and boom, it’ll be lights out for that dummy. I’m glad Daddy and the rest of the city are ramping up the patrols to keep people like him out.” Mamma might be able to see the good in people, but it’s hard for me to imagine Leonard and his cronies as anything but a bunch of waiting vultures, eager to prey upon those who might be weaker.

“Yes, it’s something we need. I’ll admit—it makes me nervous knowing we can’t rely on any outside assistance. I help the doc out when I can, but we’re starting to run low on medical supplies. What little antibiotics we have aren’t enough if too many people get sick. And narcotic-wise, we have nothing since the clinic stopped carrying years ago.”

“How’s that guy who had the heart attack?” Switching over to a new row of potatoes, I dig at the base of a large weed. Little thorns poke into my thumbs.

“Mr. Rawlings?” She flicks a squash bug from a large-leafed plant. “He’s hanging in there. Dr. Kemperling sent him home after he stabilized. There wasn’t a whole lot he could do. From the swelling in his ankles, he’s probably in congestive heart failure. He’s on a regimen of blood thinners and such, but without a heart cath, there’s no way to stent the blockage.”

“Sounds like he’s living on borrowed time.” Finding no more weeds, I stand and wipe my filthy hands on my jeans.

“Unfortunately, it’s true.” Her jade gaze meets mine and she smirks. “Had enough of gardening?”

“For now.” I chuckle. “It is kind of relaxing, though.”

“If I can’t teach you how to cook, at least I’ll teach you how to grow.”

“Hey, my cooking isn’t that bad.”

She snorts and turns her attention to her plants.

“Daddy said Max and I can go on our first patrol tonight. Max wanted to know if it’s okay if Kat stays the night with you. If not, he thinks her best friend’s mom will watch her.” A bright, wide smile softens Mamma’s face, reminding me of happier times. I hate this new world. She works too hard.

“Lovely.” With a quick jump, she stands and pulls off her flowery gloves. “I was going to load up some water and scrub clothes, but if Kat’s here, I think we’ll do something a little more fun.”

“Uh, you’re implying washing clothes by hand is somewhat enjoyable.” I try not to give her my shocked stare, but she laughs when her eyes turn to my face.

“It’s hard work, but it’s not that bad, Tilly.”

“Well water is freezing and turns my hands to prunes.”

“Well, you like clean clothes, don’t you?”

I sniff my shirt. “As long as my stuff doesn’t smell like a piece of rotting meat, I’m good.”

“That’s disgusting.” She gathers her hand trowel and shovel, then lays them in a foot-long, green wooden box with a handle. “I don’t know how I ended up with two girls on the opposite spectrums of cleanliness. I bet Sissy’s having a meltdown coping without running water.”

“Yeah.” I hold open the back door, and she steps past me. “She’s probably bathing herself in hand sanitizer and freaking out because she can’t use a dishwasher to kill the germs on her silverware.”

The wave of heat inside the house hits me like a solid wall of flames.

“Your poor sister.” Mamma sets the extra carrots on the kitchen counter. Afternoon light spills through the opened curtains in the dining room and the window above the sink. “I can’t stop worrying about her.”

“I’m sure she’s fine.” After a quick squeeze to Mamma’s upper arm, I down a bottle of water. “And she lives on the coast, so I’m sure they can get food whenever they want. The ocean’s full of fish, and she used to complain about it raining almost every day. So, stop worrying. I’m sure this,” I wave my hands around, “crisis, or whatever we wanna call it, will be over at some point, and she can tell you herself.”

“I hope so.” She cuts the tops from the carrots, then sets the vegetables in a pan of water and scrubs.

Me, too. I head to my room to try and catch a nap before the evening patrol. Daddy’s words, when he was talking to Mr. Sutton, come back to haunt me. Something bad’s comin’, Larry, I can feel it in my bones. I think the shitshow is just beginning.

What could be worse than losing our technology and sense of safety? If there are aliens out there who caused this mess, why haven’t they shown themselves? It’s been over a month, and I haven’t seen any little green men or UFOs flying around.

Stop being stupid. The EMP was probably some sort of natural phenomenon, like a solar flare or something. What would aliens want with us, anyhow? If they’re advanced enough to disable our world, then why wait to claim it?

Coldness creeps in my blood like a slow-moving freeze, and I shiver despite my room hovering in the eighties. I force my thoughts on tonight’s patrol and ignore the dread sitting on my shoulders like an unwanted passenger.
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First Patrol





When the sun is about an hour from the horizon, Daddy informs me it’s time to head out. He turns to Mamma. “You keep this door locked and the Remington right by your side, okay?” 

She nods, her face giving away nothing. Ever since she shot at Leonard and his men, she seems tougher, more determined, and less anxious. It’s as if the act awoke a harsher side of her.

“I’ll be fine, Ricky.” She presses a kiss to his lips.

“Ugh.” I roll my eyes. “Get a room.”

He returns the kiss. “Use the flare if you need anything, okay?”

“I will.”

Kat skips from my bedroom into the living room, the candle on the coffee table whipping in a frenzy from the sudden rush of air. “Sarah, can we play this?” She holds out a pack of UNO cards.

“Yes, but first we’re going to do some canning.” Mamma smiles at Kat, whose face falls a fraction.

I try not to snicker.

“I love you, Ricky and Tilly.” Mamma grabs me and smashes me into her arms with a quick hug. “Be careful out there and don’t take any risks, okay?”

“I have no plan of putting myself or Half-pint in unnecessary danger.” Daddy swivels to Max, who stands a few feet away. “Got your gun, son?”

“Yessir.” He pats the holster under the thin, long-sleeved shirt he wears over a t-shirt.

“Then let’s get the hell outta here and get you two acquainted with the rest of the evening shift.”

He opens the door, and Max and I grin big, goofy smiles at each other.

Excitement dances in his eyes, and I imagine he sees the same thing in mine. He jerks something from his pocket, and before I can react, his stress ball hits me in the forehead.

“Ow.” My smile drops and I push his shoulder. “That hurt, asshole.”

With a lightning move, he stuffs it into his front pocket before Daddy fully turns toward us.

“Come on, Lookout.” Max gives me a sly smile, his eyes lit with mischief. “Better not be tripping over those big feet tonight, or you might shoot yourself.”

“Watch it, Max, or I might shoot you.”

Daddy rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “Don’t you two start tonight. If you want to be included with the adults, then act like one.”

Max and I both mumble agreement, and I try not to give him a glare.

The shift changes generally take place at designated entry points, so my group heads to the north barricade. By the time we reach the area, it’s dark.

Daddy lights a small kerosene lamp, and it hangs from his handlebars, swaying gently and throwing enough golden light to see several feet ahead.

A few of the nearby houses show faint light through the curtains, but most are locked up and dark. On the porch of one, a candle glows, revealing the silhouette of a person sitting in a rocking chair.

He stands. “That you, Ricky?” The man’s voice is low and even.

“Yeah, Stan. About to relieve the day shift. Everything okay over here?” Daddy stops at the edge of the curb, and Max and I do the same.

“Yup.” Stan shifts a rifle so the end rests over his shoulder and steps off the porch. He’s bathed in the night, and the moonlight is too weak to show any details. “Quiet so far.”

Daddy and Stan shake hands. “Well, we’re about to start our shift, so if you need anything, you know how to get ahold of us.”

“Yep. Got my flare yesterday. Y’all take care out there.” He caresses the barrel of the weapon. “I heard about Sutton’s place. Just let those bastards try doing something like that again. The cowards won’t know what hit them.”

At least people are taking things more seriously now. It can’t hurt to have everyone looking out for one another.
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Do You Like That Boy?





“Tilly, where’s your gun?” Daddy asks as he walks the perimeter of our assigned patrol area. 

“In my shoe.” I stop and pat the top of my hiking boot.

“It should always be within reach. That’s too far away if you need it in a jiffy.” His fingers grasp the six-foot-high chain-link fence, and he gives it a rough shake. Soft, metallic jingles sound in the hushed quiet of night. He kneels and holds his lantern close to the bottom, near the ground, as if searching for something. “If the shit hits the fan, you won’t have time to bend and dig it out of your shoe. Put it in your waistband or a pocket. Make sure the safety’s on.”

Max snickers.

I throw him a sour grimace, then shift the gun to my pocket. “Sure hope I don’t blow a hole in my leg.”

Daddy stands and wipes dirt from his hands. “Everything looks good here.” He holds the lamp higher, then moves to the barricade of cars and dumpsters blocking the road. Only a narrow path lies between the junk, big enough for one person at a time.

“Have there been many people coming into town?” I wave a hand in front of my face. Faint scents of rotted garbage waft from the dumpsters. Glancing inside, I see they’re filled with scrap metal and useless debris. I guess to make them heavier so they can’t be moved.

“Not at first, but over the past two or three days, we’ve had five families ask for refuge.” He slides between the darkened metal and disappears for a moment, then pops back into view. “But Callahan’s going to have to be selective if things get worse. All five families came from Abilene and shared the same stories: things are getting ugly. Which means Leonard and his thugs are going to be the least of our worries.”

Max and I follow while he crosses the road and checks the other side of the barrier, repeating the same motions to ensure it hasn’t been breached.

“How much fence has been built?” Max asks, mimicking Daddy’s safety check a few feet farther.

“Not enough.” Daddy’s tone is low, worried. “All the lumber store had, we used. Charles still estimates we’re going to need tons more if we plan on fencing in the entire city, or at least as much as we can.”

Max’s head jerks to Daddy. “What about the people who live out of town?”

Daddy steps to him and lays a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, son. I was going to talk to you about this tomorrow, but hell—” He sighs and removes his hand, running it through his hair. He passes the lantern to me, pulls out a cigarette, and lights up.

Max crosses his arms over his chest, his face guarded.

He’s probably worried for his and Kat’s safety, as he should be. We can’t leave them on the outskirts to fend for themselves.

“God, that tastes good.” Smoke rushes from Daddy’s mouth. “You and your sister need to move to town. It’s not safe out there in the boondocks, and we don’t have enough men and women to spare for constant patrol so far out.”

Max shakes his head. “But it’s our place. I’m not going to abandon our home. Can’t the wall be built farther out?”

“Even if we gathered every bit of material from old houses and businesses, it would still never be enough to reach that far.” He flicks his ashes onto the ground. “It’d be much easier to have you two come to town instead of living out there all alone.”

“I see your point, but—” Max swipes the bangs from his eyes. “—it feels a lot like abandoning the only place we’ve ever known. What if people break inside and steal everything while we’re gone? Or worse—burn it like they did Sutton’s barn?”

“Which is exactly why you need to come to town.” Daddy takes a deep drag, the orange glow bright in the near pitch-black night. Soft crackles from the sudden intake of air are the only sound heard for a few seconds. “What if it caught on fire? Or what if they broke in and hurt you—hurt your sister? Men like Leonard and his gang don’t just shoot and steal, they take.” He glances to me, then back to Max. “And when there are females involved, they’re apt to take a lot, if you understand what I’m saying. Do you want to risk something happening to Kat?”

“Of course not.” Max inhales, then grabs the blue stress ball from his pocket and squeezes, squeezes, squeezes. “I will not let anything happen to her.”

“Then move to town, at least for a little while, until things settle in Abilene or the power comes back.”

“It’s not coming back, though, is it?” I ask, switching the lantern to my other hand and stretching my fingers.

Daddy drops what remains of the cigarette and grinds it under his shoe. He pivots to me, gazes at Max, then to the starry sky above our heads. “No, Half-pint, it’s not, so we need to start thinking about more than our safety—we need to start thinking about long-term survival, too. Which means hard decisions are coming.” He takes the lantern. “Now, you two stay here and keep an eye on the opening. No one gets through until they can prove they’re from this area, and even then, two people escort them to the police station, where they can decide where to put them.”

“Aren’t y’all gonna build a guard tower or something here?” I kick at the tire of one of the cars.

“Yep.” He slips through the dumpsters and reappears on the other side of the fence, eyes scanning everywhere at once. “Several teams are starting at each point of entry tomorrow. Then, we won’t have to constantly expose ourselves, and we’ll be able to see people coming well ahead of time. I’ll be back in five minutes—I’m not going far.”

Now that the light’s gone, only the weak moonglow breaks up the different shades of darkness.

“Tilly.” Max moves closer to me, his brown hair a hanging silhouette across one eye. “I don’t want to move into town. I know our place isn’t much to look at, but it’s our home.”

This close, his masculine scent teases my nose—the warm combination of cologne and spice—which is hard to define, like Max.

“I know.” I give his shoulder a quick squeeze. “But I—we—want you to stay safe, too.” His flesh is warm under my fingers, his deltoid firm. Realizing I’m still hanging onto his arm, I jerk my hand away.

He dips his head and catches my wrist before I can settle it to my hip. Wrapping his fingers around the joint, he tugs me closer.

My heartbeat goes from a steady jot to an alarming sprint. “We’re, uh, supposed to be keeping watch.”

“So we are.” His body shifts closer, the material of his shirt rubbing against my chest.

I swallow, unable to look away. His face is mostly shadows, but enough light streams from the moon and stars to show his eyelids lowering, his stare on my mouth. What would it feel like to have my first kiss? I always thought a mysterious spark or butterflies would careen through my blood or in my stomach when I found a guy I didn’t totally hate. I can’t define what I feel for Max, though. Curiosity and affection, for sure, but is it love—like real love, where it feels like I’ll die if I can’t touch him? I’ve seen true love—I see it every day with Mamma and Daddy.

“Lookout,” he whispers, sliding his fingers on either side of my neck and curling them around the nape. “I think I—”

A shrill whistle pierces the night, and I startle.

Max jumps, too, then pulls out his gun, pointing its end in the general direction of the whistle, which seems to have come from behind us, toward the city.

“Hold up, don’t shoot.” A male form ambles from the darkness. “It’s just me, Hank. Sorry. I’m running a few minutes late. It took forever to get my kids settled for bed.”

“You scared the crap out of us.” Max thumbs the safety back on and stuffs his gun into the waist of his jeans at the small of his back.

Our eyes meet for a brief second. What was he about to say before Hank rudely interrupted?

“Sorry.” Hank glances toward the narrow opening. “Everything quiet tonight?”

“Yeah.” I stuff my weapon out of sight. “Daddy’s on the other side. Said he’d be back in a bit.”

“He’s probably checking the alarms.”

“Alarms? But we don’t have electricity.” I peer into the darkness, wondering what kind of alarms could possibly work out there.

“Don’t need power to string up old-fashioned bells.” Hank jumps onto the hood of a car, then climbs onto the roof, craning his neck to peer over the fence. “We staked lines of empty cans, bells, whatever we could find, at ankle level. They’re hidden in the brush, so unless someone knows where they’re at, they won’t see them in the dark before they trip if they leave the road and try to sneak in during the night.”

Standing beside him, I stare out. All the grassy scrub, along with short cactus plants and scraggly bushes, shines silver in the scant moonlight. Every so often, a dark rock breaks up the flat land, with a few clusters of mesquite trees like a group of whispering onlookers in random areas. I try to spot the shiny metal of cans or bells on the ground, but nothing shows through the dry grass and weeds.

Daddy appears out of the darkness, sliding back between the smelly dumpsters. “Hank? You finally made it?”

“Yeah, sorry for being late.” He hops off the car. “The kids were being monsters for me and Carol.”

“No worries. I thought we’d take these two—” His thumb gestures toward Max and me. “—under our wings and teach them the whistles and patrol area.”

I bend to jump from the car, but Max slides in front of me, his head at the height of my waist.

Glancing up at me, he places his hands on my hipbones and smiles. “Want some help?”

My eyes shoot to where Daddy stands, his back to us. I shrug, trying to play it cool.

“Grab my shoulders then, Lookout.” Max jerks his chin up to me.

I do, and he lifts me like I weigh nothing, then sets me on the road. I stare up at his face. It’s hard to read in the darkness, but a sliver of white teeth appears between his lips in a small grin.

“What the hell are you two doing?” Daddy growls, setting a hand on Max’s shoulder.

I jerk away and try not to piss my pants.

Max twists toward my dad. “Tilly needed help getting down.”

Eyebrows raised in a Oh really? gesture, Daddy scowls. “You’re going with Hank.” He stabs a finger in Hank’s direction. “And Tilly, you’re coming with me. This is serious business, and if you two can’t keep your hands off each other and pay attention to what’s going on around you, then you’re off the patrol.” His gaze bounces from me, to Max, then back to me.

I drop my stare and kick at a pebble under my shoe.

“Is that clear?”

“Yessir.” Max’s assent is quick, too quick. I think he’s still scared shitless when it comes to my dad, which is funny yet exasperating.

“Tilly?”

“Okay.” I hate being talked to like a kid, but Daddy’s right. I need to keep my head clear. What if Max and I’d been out here alone and someone had come walking up? Some guards we’re turning out to be. “Sorry.”

“Hank, why don’t you take Max outside and point out the line, so he doesn’t trip on it? Don’t stray too far from the entrance. I don’t want someone sneaking in. Tilly and I are going to inspect this section from the inside and make sure the fence is still in good shape. If you see anything, give a whistle.”

“Will do,” Hank calls out, heading outside the barrier with Max trailing behind.

“Alright, Half-pint. Let’s go have a looksee, make sure everything’s safe and secure.”

I follow in his footsteps, the half-dead vegetation crunching under my feet. In the distance, way past the scrubby grass and fields, a pack of coyotes call to one another, their yips and howls soothing, yet a reminder there are other things out in the dark besides scumbag people.

A few houses sit on the block, but most look empty. One or two show faint candle glow behind the curtains, but it feels late, probably around ten or eleven, so I’m guessing they’re up reading or talking.

“Do you like that boy?” Gruff and low, Daddy’s voice carries slight disapproval, yet a hint of curiosity.

“What?” Heat blooms on my cheeks, and I’m relieved the dark night hides the sudden rush of blood.

Daddy keeps walking, trailing a hand over a section of fence every now and again. “Do you like him?” He breathes deeply, then slowly exhales. “It’s okay if you do. I know you’re an adult now, and I need to start treating you like one, but you’ll always be my little girl. I want what’s best for you.”

“He’s okay.” I scan the lumpy shapes of foliage through the hollow diamonds of the fence.

Turning, Daddy holds out a hand. “I’m only going to say this once, and then I promise I’ll try to stop being an overbearing father.” He twists his neck and glances in the distance, as if following my gaze. “Max is a good kid, Tilly, but—” His gaze meets mine. “—don’t get mad at me, but I still don’t think he’s strong enough for you.”

“What the hell does that even mean, anyway?” I clench my fists and purse my lips, the anger squashing my earlier embarrassment like a glass jar over a candle’s flame.

“Don’t get pissy.” A low chuckle sneaks out, and he lays a hand on my shoulder, which I shrug away. “Like I said before, what I mean is I don’t know if Max is your equal.” He runs a hand through his pale hair, the light of the moon making some of the blond strands sparkle like silver. “You have a hell of a temper sometimes, and I think he’d run away at the first sign of trouble.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “I do not have a temper. You make me sound wild, like a crazy animal.” Giving the ground a good stomp, I shake my head and glare. “I can hold my temper when I want to.”

“Oh, really?” Daddy’s tone is mild, as if he’s intentionally holding back. “Remember when you got mad at Sissy and ripped out a handful of hair?”

“She wrapped up dead spiders as a present and gave them to me for Christmas. She deserved what she got.” It was terrifying. She’d laughed so hard she’d bent over trying to catch her breath. I’d thrown the entire box her way, then tackled her to the ground and let her have it. Mamma and Daddy grounded me for six weeks, but they also punished her, too.

Not my fault.

“I also remember being called to the principal’s office on three separate occasions in one month because you bloodied one boy’s nose when he tried to kiss you, you tripped a girl who called you a name, and shouted at a teacher when they flunked your paper.”

Brushing past him, I stalk ahead and absorb myself with scouting the entire area. “Well, I told that jackass his breath stunk, and he still tried to kiss me. The principal’s office incident was because a girl was being a bitch, and the teacher failed me because I told him he was better suited being a prison guard than an educator.”

“Lord, help me.” He snickers. “You’re a damn mess, but I love you.” Walking to my side, he snakes an arm around and hugs me to his chest.

I don’t hug him back. “You make me sound like a bad person,” I mumble, still rigid.

“No.” He pushes me to arm’s length. “Not at all. What I’m trying to say is you might be little, but you’re mighty, and someone like Max…” He glances to the stars. “Someone like Max doesn’t have the backbone to tell you what you need to hear.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry. Max is just a friend.” I think. Though, I do wonder what he was about to say earlier, and if he wanted to kiss me, because I sort of wanted to kiss him, too.

“Okay. I’m not going to bring it up again but try to remember our priority right now is surviving. Put those hormones on hold. Romance needs to take a backseat until things get better.”

Stalking through a ditch, I brush away several cockleburs from my cargo pants. “Are things going to get better?”

“If everyone keeps working together, then yes, I think so. But there are always bad apples out there.”

“Yeah, like Leonard and his—”

An ear-splitting whistle interrupts my sentence. Two more short bursts follow the first long call.

“Fuck. That’s the code for trouble. Quick, get your gun and stay behind me.” He sprints in the direction of the gate.

Jogging behind, I tug the .9mm from my pants but keep the safety on. Fear turns the juices in my stomach to pure acid, which slosh like water in a washing machine.

“Do you think—”

Bam! The unmistakable crack of a gunshot vibrates through the air, spurring Daddy and me to run faster. Images of Max and Hank lying on the ground, their bodies covered in blood, flash in my mind’s eye.

Hold on, Max, we’re coming.
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Stealing a Kiss





It’s worse than I imagined. A strangled cry wrenches from my throat. 

Max sprawls on the ground, his hands clutching a hip, his eyelids closed.

Hank, his white shirt seeming to glow in the murky light, lies face-down in a pool of blood the color of black tar. It crawls outward underneath his face, one line longer than the rest.

“Oh my God.” Daddy swings his revolver in an arc toward the slim opening, but there’s no one in sight.

My muscles quiver and my earlier supper tries to climb up the back of my throat. I run toward Max, but Daddy clamps onto my forearm. “Not yet, Half-pint. We need to clear this area, make sure there aren’t any others lying in wait.”

I nod but can’t take my eyes from Max’s pale face. His chest moves, so at least I know he’s breathing, but there are several dark stains on his jeans. Please don’t let it be blood.

“Shh,” Daddy whispers, crouching and pulling me with him until we reach Hank and Max. He pushes me lower and I hunker next to the makeshift car barrier. “Hear that?”

Straining my ears, my gaze on Max’s too still form, I tilt my head. In the distance, toward town, it sounds like several men shouting. “Do you think—”

Rat-a-tat-tat. More gunshots ring out in the night, mixed with the rapid-fire shots which can only be from an automatic rifle.

A line mars Daddy’s forehead. He lays a finger against Hank’s throat, feeling for a pulse. After ten seconds or so, he shakes his head and clenches his fist.

“Is he gone?” My question is a whisper under the continual barrage in the distance.

“Afraid so. They shot him in the head.” Daddy’s fingers trail Hank’s back. “Damn, man. I’m so sorry.”

I scramble over to Max and cradle his face. “Max, please wake up.” Smoothing the hair from his forehead, I move my other hand to his hip. Yep, definitely blood.

Daddy crawls to where I sit with Max, takes his pulse, then inspects his stomach and hips. “He’ll be fine. Stay with him until I come back with help. Okay?”

“But what about you?” I clutch the hem of his shirt sleeve. “What if whoever’s out there shoots you?”

Even in the darkness, Daddy’s smile is grim. “Trust me, they won’t get far—not after I’m done calling in reinforcements.”

“Be careful.” Confused, but unwilling to leave Max, I nod. “I love you.”

“Love you too, Half-pint.” Daddy ruffles my hair and stands. “I promise—by the time I’m finished with them, they’ll wish they’d never set foot in this town.” With a quick sprint, he dashes down the road a few feet, pulls out a small flare gun, and shoots it into the sky.

Red blooms above us, and he jogs toward the gunfight, the black night swallowing him like a hungry mouth.

The shouts seem to be fading farther away. Whoever did this, I hope they pay for it with their lives. Violent pleasure rises in me, shameful with its intensity, yet I can’t deny what I feel. Someone hurt Max and killed Hank, who was doing nothing more than guarding this city and its residents.

I give Hank’s body another glance. The guy has—had—a family, and they snuffed his life out like he was nothing more than a match.

“Tilly.” Max’s eyes flutter, and his mouth moves with more words, but I can’t hear what he says.

I lean my ear to his lips. “What?” His breath is hot and sweet next to my cheek.

“Closer. Can’t… breathe.”

Adrenaline pumps in my veins. I smooth my palms against his head. “Try to stay calm. Daddy went to get help.”

“Need…” He coughs. “Need more air. Need mouth…” He trails off and his eyes close.

“Max!” I grab the collar of his shirt and give him a slight shake. “Don’t do this to me, please.”

His chest seems to slow with each subsequent inhalation.

Sliding my hand under his neck, I tilt his mouth upward and press my lips to his, inhaling deeply so I can blow air into his lungs.

His mouth moves against mine, then tilts upward, as if he’s smiling.

I freeze for a moment. I don’t remember this happening in CPR class.

He slides a hand around the back of my head and pulls me in tighter, fluttering his soft lips against mine. “Much better,” he whispers.

“You stupid jackass.” Breaking away from him, I jerk upright. “You’re trying to steal a kiss now?” Red fury clouds my vision at the prank, especially at the terror I’d felt, worrying he was about to die. “What’s wrong with you?” I’m not sure if I’m more relieved or furious.

“I didn’t try to steal a kiss—I did.” He grins, then digs into a pocket and pulls out the stress ball. Even in the dim light, I can make out a deep gash in the middle of the foam. “No need to worry, Lookout. They stabbed me, but this little beauty took the brunt of the damage. Guess they must’ve pushed me to the ground, though, because I don’t remember anything else until I saw you.”

“Well, they killed Hank.” I stand and step away, unsure how I feel about his kiss—especially amid all this chaos.

“Jesus, really?” He sits and rubs the back of his head. Wincing, he probes his hair. When his gaze lands on Hank’s form, he stills. “Shit.” Even though his face is already pale, it whitens even more, making him a ghost. “They came at us out of nowhere. I counted at least ten people, and everyone had either rifles, automatics, or wicked daggers.” He pats a hip and stands, wobbling on his feet.

I lean in and give him my shoulder.

“I feel a little dizzy.” He squeezes his eyes shut. “Give me a second.”

“No. We need to stay here. Daddy’s getting help.” I push on his chest, trying to force him back to the ground.

“I’m okay, I think.” He takes a step and stumbles.

“Sit.” I point to the ground. “Right. Now.”

“Fine.” He slumps to the asphalt and leans his back against a tire of the car, shutting his eyes. “My head’s pounding.”

Indecision tears at me. I want to rush off and find my dad to make sure he’s okay and get help, but I don’t want to leave Max alone.

Running footsteps slap against the pavement. Someone pants.

I tear my gun from the waistband of my jeans and switch off the safety. “Stop,” I holler, keeping the tip in the general direction of the person.

From behind, pebbles scrape across the pavement, and I imagine Max sliding his feet to stand.

“Whoa, it’s me.” The deep voice is Daddy’s and I sag.

“Thank God you’re okay.” I lower my weapon and point behind me. “He’s awake but hurt. I think he has a concussion.”

“People are on the way. The Eastern patrol caught the intruders and are taking them to the jail.”

“Was it Leonard and his people?” My lip curls in disgust, even though no one can see it.

“Not this time.” Daddy kneels and probes Max’s head. “This was a group from Abilene. One guy seemed eager to talk, said parts of the city are burning or being looted. A ton of residents are moving outward, half-starved and desperate.”

Cold, hard fear settles in my stomach. “What are we going to do?”

“What we always do—work together to defend our town.” He turns to Max. “Son, do you think you can walk?”

“Yessir, but I might be slow.” Max carefully stands again, throwing a hand to his head.

“It’s okay. A new group is on the way to relieve us and they’re rousing everyone awake to get more volunteers. From now on, all residents will need to help with the defense. Tomorrow, those towers are going up to keep a better watch.”

Max leans on Daddy’s shoulder, and I slip under his other arm.

Several men approach, letting out three short whistles.

“These guys are going to take you to Doc Kemperling so he can check you out.” Daddy turns toward the gate and sighs. “Hank was a good man.” Balancing on the balls of his feet, Daddy crouches near the man’s body. “He didn’t deserve this.”

“I don’t need a doctor, sir.” Max’s voice cracks. Against my muscles, I feel his body stiffen. “I’m fine.”

“Shut up, Max.” I tighten my grip. “You’re going and that’s that.”

The men take his weight and shuffle him away, but he grabs my hand and pulls me against his body. Bending forward, his nose brushes my cheek. “Thank you for caring enough to stay with me and be my lookout. I’m not sorry I stole a kiss, but I am sorry about Hank.”

“It’s okay, I guess.” Giving his hand a squeeze, I shrug. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt too badly.”

“I should’ve taken this patrol business more serious.”

“Yeah, me too. Daddy was right—it’s vital, and we need to start taking it seriously or more people are going to get hurt or killed.”

The men on either side of us grunt, and together—the group steadily makes its way along the dark street toward the clinic.
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Hunting Rabbits





That night was six months ago, and since then, Callahan has got its shit together. Guard stations, rising twenty to thirty feet in the air, are manned constantly. Some days, droves of people fleeing the surrounding areas flock to the town for refuge, but only those with children are allowed through the new, thick gates blocking every entrance. Callahan is almost bursting at the seams from the influx. 

People without children are turned away, and at least twice every week, survivors try to sneak in at night. It’s a terrible decision having to turn desperate people away, but Daddy or Max remind me our families come first. It doesn’t help the guilt I feel at watching the backs of couples trudging away, though.

I hate what this world has become—cold, cruel, and calculating.

Max and I haven’t discussed that weird kiss, but our friendship has deepened. Due to ammo being precious, he and I practice shooting once a month, now, instead of several times a week, and we take the time to joke or talk about the past. It’s comfortable being with him, and I don’t feel awkward like I usually do with guys.

Mamma’s garden produced tons of vegetables, and the cellar is lined with jarred food, bags of potatoes, and dried seeds waiting for next year’s spring plantings.

Daddy and Max hunt on the fields near Max’s house. Today, he’s teaching Max how to set snares and insisted I come along, too.

“I really don’t want to do this,” I grumble, sliding on thick gloves and a heavy coat. Even though West Texas winters are usually mild, an early cold front has arrived and given the area its first freeze of the year. The three of us—Max, Daddy, and myself—stand near the living room door.

“Sorry, Half-pint. I know you don’t want to kill things, but this is our way of life now. Fresh meat requires hunting and trapping.” He slaps a bright orange toboggan on his head, and a few straight wisps of his light hair curl under the rim. “What if I’m not always around? I’ll rest easier knowing you can trap your own food.”

“I think she’s scared of fluffy wittle wabbits.” Max chuckles and zips his black leather jacket, flashing me an arrogant smirk.

I give his arm a hard punch. “No, you jackass. I don’t relish the thought of hurting a defenseless animal. It’s fucking sad.”

“Matilda Morgan, you watch your mouth, young woman.” Even though Mamma’s in the kitchen, she must hear our conversation.

“You know what’s sadder?” Max asks while eyeing me with humor, a slight grin tugging at the corner of his lips, his ocean-colored irises sparkling.

Crossing my arms, I roll my eyes. “What?”

“Meat stew without the meat.” His teeth shine from a wide smile.

“God, you’re such a jerk.”

His stress ball appears, and he pops my forehead with it.

For once, I snatch it out of the air and sprint through the open front door, laughing with delight at finally capturing his precious ball.

“Hey,” he gasps, the pounding of his boots loud on the wooden porch. “Give that back.” He tackles me to the ground before I can tear open the gate. When I hit the cold, crunching grass and frozen dirt, the weight of his body forces the breath from my lungs.

“No way.” With my cheek pressed into the dead vegetation, I pant and laugh, stuffing the ball under my stomach where he can’t reach it.

Each knee is pressed against my waist, and he angles his body downward. His warm breath tickles my face. “If you don’t give it back, I’ll be forced to search you.”

His rich, spicy scent drifts into my nose. A tingle of energy zips through my arteries and curls my toes. I clench my fists tighter.

His fingers move into my line of sight and brush the hair from my neck. Pressing the side of his face to mine, his light stubble scratches against my cheek. “Or I could tickle you until you laugh like a donkey,” he whispers.

One game night, after Kat had won a round of Monopoly, a tickle fight had broken out between the three of us. When Max discovered my ticklish spots, he’d been relentless with his fingers, forcing a deep, ugly bray from my mouth. I haven’t forgiven him since.

“Don’t you dare.” Even though my face is pressed into the ground, I cut my eyes to glimpse his profile, my laughter drying up.

Throwing me an evil grin, his fingers wedge under my armpits and dig in.

I let out a scream and try to buck him off, half laughing and half mortified.

“Damn it, you two,” Daddy yells. “Don’t start this shit today. I wanna put fresh meat on the table, not break up fights all morning long.”

Max springs off me, then offers a palm.

I grab it and jerk to my feet, dusting off my cargo pants. “Sorry, Daddy.”

When Max’s gaze drifts to me, I make a point of stuffing the blue stress ball into my front pocket.

His eyes narrow on the bulge, then rise to meet mine. He runs his fingers over his jawline and nods, as if to say, “This isn’t finished yet.”

Smiling sweetly, I rub my chin with my middle finger, ensuring he has a clear view of the message. Just to be sure, I mouth, “Fuck you.”

Raising an eyebrow and shaking his head gently, he adjusts his jacket and twists to the road, grabbing his bike on the way.

“Wait, Tilly,” Kat yells from the porch. “I made you something.”

I turn, one hand on the bicycle handle and the other on my hip. “You did?”

Mamma follows behind, a half-smile lighting up her face. She and Kat have become close, and I think the little girl’s presence eases the ache of not having Sissy nearby.

“Yep.” She runs to me and plops a necklace in my hand. “It’s green, like your eyes.”

I string it between my fingers and hold it to the sunlight. Little lumpy clay balls are strung with thin hemp rope.

She clasps her hands in front of her chest, and her eyes widen, searching my face, as if trying to figure out what I’m thinking. “Do you like it?” Her voice sounds small, unsure.

“I love it.” Blinking back a tear, I pull her close and hug her to my side. She’s the little sister I never had. Most nights, she and Max stay over, with her brother sleeping in Sissy’s old room and Kat doubling up with me. “Thank you. I’ll treasure this forever.”

When she smiles, it’s like a burst of sunshine peeking from behind a cloud.

“What’d you make for me?” Max asks in a teasing tone, throwing me a tender gaze.

“I thought guys didn’t wear jewelry.” She bites her lip, furrows marring her brow, and shrugs.

He holds up the hand with his school ring and uses the other one to point to the stud in his earlobe. “Well, what are these?”

She laughs. “You’re so weird, Max.”

“I want one like Tilly’s—” He points to my chest, where the necklace rests. “—so she and I match, or I might cry.”

“Boys don’t cry.” She giggles and turns to Mamma. “Do you have enough clay so we can make another one?”

Mamma nods. “I’m sure I do.”

I chuckle, feeling lighter than I have in weeks. Max might be a pain in the ass, but he loves his sister more than anything. He tries to make her life as normal as possible, considering they’re practically orphans in the middle of an apocalypse.

“Come on, y’all. We gotta get going. Daylight’s wasting, and I need to get back by lunch for a shift.” Daddy lights up a smoke and cycles down the road.

Max and I smile at one another and wave goodbye to Mamma and Kat.

When we make it to Max’s place, Daddy empties a small sack containing delicate pieces of string and wire.

“Okay, kids. Listen up. I’m going to teach you how to set snares the correct way, so you don’t go hungry.” He lays out the loot, then scours the ground, picking up several straight, small sticks. “Watch my fingers, this is how you tie the knot…”

After an hour or so of practicing, Max and I head off into the brush and set our little snares, with Daddy watching, giving feedback, and adjusting the traps.

“Will this hurt the rabbits?” My stomach flips thinking about an animal in pain.

“No, but it could injure itself trying to escape.”

I shiver. “No way. I’m not doing this. I can’t hurt it.”

“We’re not going to go far, so it won’t have much time to try and escape.” He tweaks the little wire that’ll grasp the animal by the foot. “The thing to worry about is when he’s caught, and we have to handle him.” Daddy glances to Max. “You two will have to work as a team. Somebody needs to hold the animal with these—” He pulls a thick pair of gloves from the bag. “—while the other releases the snare and finishes the job.”

“Finishes the job?” I glance from him to Max and swallow.

“You know,” Daddy says, refocusing on the trap. “Kill it.”

My hands shake. “No, I can’t do it,” I whisper, backing away. Screw it. I’ll eat canned beans for protein. I’m not killing a helpless little creature.

“It’s okay, Lookout.” Max grabs my upper arm and drags me close. “You don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to.”

“Bullshit.” Standing, Daddy twists toward Max and me and glares. “This is survival. Neither of you get a choice—it’s kill or be killed now. Got it?” His face is hard, and his tone brooks no nonsense.

Max’s lips thin and his gaze meets Daddy’s, then he clenches his jaw. After a few seconds, Max relents and breaks the stare, shaking his head and letting me go.

Daddy steps to my side and places both hands on my shoulders. “I’m sorry, but this is the way things are from now on. I don’t have the luxury of babying you.”

“Whatever.” Shrugging from his grip, I stalk to where Max crouches to the snare and I help him finalize the setup, ignoring my father.

An hour later, Daddy sends Max and me to check the five snares he and I set. The first three are empty, but the fourth holds a terrified Jackrabbit.

Its long ears flatten as we approach. Desperately, it pulls at the noose around its leg, both legs thumping the hard, dry ground.

Our breath fogs the air, and several snowflakes drift from the gray, cloud filled sky.

I shiver, but not just from the cold—the rabbit lets out a horrible scream.

Max pulls out the gloves and slides them on. His serious stare focuses on mine. “Ready?”

“No.” The little animal’s eyes roll in their sockets and I choke. “I can’t do this, Max. I can’t kill a defenseless creature.”

“Tilly.” He lets out a breath and stares in the direction we came, as if ensuring himself Daddy’s nowhere close. “If you hold it,” his chin jerks toward the rabbit, “then I’ll kill him and tell your dad you did it, okay?”

“But the poor little thing will still die.” I can hear the panic in my voice. A tear creeps along my cheek. “Please, let’s let it go.”

“We can’t. There’s not much meat left. Mr. Sutton won’t have any fresh beef for the market for a while. Your dad’s right—we have to do this. I don’t like it any more than you do, but I’d enjoy starving a whole lot less. Plus, it’s not just for us—it’s for your mom and Kat.” He pulls me to his chest and strokes my hair. “It’ll be all right. Close your eyes, okay?”

He’s right, I know, but it still sucks. “Okay.” I take the proffered gloves and slide them on, then lower myself to the ground.

The rabbit shies away, his scream louder.

“Shh. It’s okay, little guy.” My voice is low and soothing. It’s not okay, but I don’t know what else to do. I move a thick-gloved hand and stroke his fur.

He trembles, but between my words and touch, seems to settle a tiny bit.

Slipping my other hand under his belly, I grip him and stand.

Max pulls out my dad’s hunting knife.

I bite my lip and hold back a sob. Through my tears, the little rabbit struggles, his legs giving my hands powerful kicks.

“Close your eyes, Lookout.” Max’s face is gentle.

“Please? Can’t we just let him go?” I pull the animal closer, even though I know he could bite me. “Look at him. He doesn’t deserve to die.”

“Close your eyes.” Patient and gentle, Max uses the other hand to cup my cheek. “It’ll be over soon.”

Dragging deep breaths, I squeeze my eyes shut.

The rabbit’s screams echo against the thin, bare mesquite trees and occasional boulders. It builds to a screech.

I want to let him go, to cover my ears with my hands, to run and hide. Instead, I stand there and help end its life.

Abruptly, silence fills the air.

Max’s fingers pry my hands from the warm little body and the weight of the rabbit disappears.

I turn, not wanting to see its bloody carcass.

“Sometimes I hate this world.” I’m unable to hold in my pain, and sobs wrack my chest.

Max tries to hug me, but I push him away. “Leave me alone. You’re as bad as Daddy.”

“Tilly, I’m sorry. I—”

“Shut up.” With quick, angry jerks, I wipe my eyes and stalk toward my ride. Toeing the kickstand, I jump on my bike.

“Half-pint, stop.” Daddy heads for me, but I ignore him.

“Tilly, hang on a minute.” Max catches me and throws an arm around my waist, as if he can hold me in place.

“I hate both of you.”

Surprise and hurt flashes in Max’s eyes, but I don’t care. I’m sickened I played a part in that animal’s death. All I want to do is lay in my bed and cry.

The smell of coppery blood follows me all the way home.
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