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​The Event

[image: ]




Jack and Dex Woods had been happily together for a decade, more or less, when Dex was shot on stage in front of thousands of people by someone wearing a black balaclava and a white t-shirt that read “God Hates Fags” in bold black text.

Jack was at home, sipping sugary milk and cereal from a metal spoon as he watched a livestream of the protest where his spouse, introduced by their popular moniker, “Dr. Doom,” had been invited to give a speech.

“In defiance of the name assigned to me by the media,” Dex drawled, pacing back and forth on a temporary stage that had been constructed in the middle of a usually busy highway, “I want to start by telling you that mine is a message of hope. I firmly believe that, even when it seems as though we have lost everything, we can still cling to something, just so long as we have hope.” Dex’s voice began to trail off near the end of the sentence as they squinted at something in the crowd, and the word “hope” is drowned out by a loud pop pop pop that makes the livestream’s audio ring static. Only Jack hears it, because he knows the speech by heart; he'd helped Dex practice it the day before. The rest of the talk was to be about climate change; about the heat waves and Arctic bombs and droughts and floods and tornadoes and hurricanes and wildfires and what, maybe, we could all be doing about them.

Instead, Dr. Doom’s words are cut out at “hope.” Something invisible hits them in the side; then again, the second blow accompanied with a cloud of red next to their head. Dex’s body collapses backwards onto the stage. More gunshots, screaming, chaos blurring in the tiny window of the livestream video.

“No,” Jack says, “no, no no no nonononono no.” He has dropped his spoon into the cereal bowl, splashing sticky milk onto the table. His chair is on the ground and he is on his feet, backing away from the table, the laptop, the video. “Fuck, no.” He spins to look around their empty house, breaking his eyes from the screen like a physical force was holding them there. He runs down the hall to the bathroom and retches, puking up colorful cereal into the toilet bowl. 

Jack, a paramedic, has never felt so helpless before in his life.

. . .

The rally that Dex was invited to speak at was called “Fight For Our Future.” It was held in the city a couple hours away from the rural-ish town Jack had lived in for most of his entire life. Jack had declined to accompany Dex to the protest that morning, both because he had worked overnight and also because he thought the whole thing was a little pointless, frankly. If the world really was ending, would some random climate scientist’s speech really be able to make that much of a difference? Even one as semi-famous as Dr. Dex Woods. In truth, Jack kind of agreed with the nickname “Dr. Doom”; Dex had a tendency for the dramatic, or else a blunt honesty about facts which most of the world is yet unable to accept.

Jack emerges from the bathroom. The house is still empty, because Dex is a hundred miles away, dead or dying. His laptop sits open on the table. There is movement on the screen, and Jack takes a few unconscious steps forward to get a better look. A hundred miles away, an armed shooter is climbing onto the stage. He turns to face the protesters, displaying the words on his shirt; he is laughing as he hoists a rifle and starts firing shots at random into the dissipating crowd. Then, abruptly, he stops; his arms drop, the rifle drops, and the shooter drops face first off the stage. Behind him, Dex’s body moves, rolling heavily onto their back and dropping their handgun onto the stage with a clatter.

“Oh, fuck,” Jack says.
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​The Gun
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Dex obtained their concealed carry permit and purchased their firearm, something with a name accompanied by numbers and letters that Jack couldn't be bothered to commit to memory, about two years previously. It came after the two were attacked outside a gay bar during a trip to the city; an armed mugging, sprinkled with not enough slurs to make it a hate crime. They had been celebrating Dex’s successful defense of their thesis earlier that day. Neither was harmed, at least physically. But the surreal, detached violence of the event - a deadly weapon, pointed first at one, then the other - barked commands, sneers and slurs - the quiet, helpless compliance as first Jack, then Dex silently handed over their wallets - stuck with both of them, stuck particularly hard with Dex.

Afterwards, there had been a thick, terrified silence between them. Finally, their attacker long gone, Dex, standing all of 5’5” tall, mumbled, “I should have done something.”

Jack had been opposed to the gun, had resented it, mocked it. He had already seen more than enough gunshot wounds as a paramedic, even in as small a town as where they lived. Accidents and violence were all firearms were good for, in Jack’s opinion.

“What are you going to do,” he'd said scornfully, “stop a mass shooting?”

. . .

Jack watches dazedly on the still streaming video as someone else saves his spouse's life. Several someones: first a bystander attempting CPR, then a team of medics arrives, then the livestream is abruptly cut off.

“This content has been removed for violating our Content Moderation Policies.”

Jack looks down at his phone, a blank black rectangle on the table next to his cereal. Fifteen minutes ago, he was using it to talk to Dex, who was breathless and exhilarated at the protest; the crowd, the chants, hot sun and the stink of bodies, smoke, asphalt, and is that tear gas? There was a time, years ago, when they would attend those protests together. They were just kids, then.

“Break a leg,” Jack had said. “Love you,” he'd added... right?

Jack resists the urge to redial the last call, which would have been hopelessly futile, and possibly hearing Dex’s voicemail would have broken him entirely. He almost drops his phone when it vibrates in his hand; for half a second or less, he has a brief flash of something like hope, that maybe Dex is calling him. But the name that appears on the screen, Naomi, is exactly the person Jack needs instead.

“Hey, Gnome,” he says, or tries to say; but his voice is choked up with tears he didn't know were there. Instead what emerges is some sort of anguished moan.

“You know already?” Naomi’s voice is soft, staticky through the wireless ether.

Jack nods, then, remembering how phones work, grunts, “Yeah. I saw...” His voice trails off.

“I'm on my way to pick you up.” Naomi’s voice is tight, controlled. “We can figure out which hospital they're at on our way up.”

. . .

Naomi MacGregor is Jack’s oldest friend; he cannot really remember a time in his life when he did not have her steady presence solidly backing him. They went to preschool together; college together; returned to their hometown together. It was Naomi who introduced him to Dex: her neighbor, who was kicked out of private school in the south before they moved up here, who was homeschooled for a bit before joining their school. Dex was only recently emerged from the closet as trans-masc, transitioned only socially and still too effeminate for Jack’s tastes; something about their narrow frame, their strawberry blond hair and freckles. It was Naomi who convinced him to re-examine his internalized transphobia or misogyny or whatever it was and give them a chance.

“Sure, they're fascinating,” Jack had tried explaining, early on. “But, like, I'm gay. Dex isn't... I mean, they...” He floundered under Naomi’s unwavering stare, trying to find the words to explain what was obvious to him but not, apparently, to her. “I like dick,” he finally stated, bluntly. This opinion was based on a handful of illicit encounters with a soccer player the summer before; one still firmly hidden in the closet a year later.

Naomi gave him a skeptical look. “Your loss,” was all she said. She’d only introduced them because Dex was looking for a hiking partner, anyway.

. . .

Naomi drives well over the speed limit until traffic forbids her from doing so; any other time, Jack would scold her, rant and rave about car crash statistics. Any other time, she would not be speeding at all; Naomi is an ER nurse to Jack’s paramedic, and while she may not witness the immediate aftermath of the consequences of speeding, etc, she certainly has to deal with the after effects.

The first few minutes of the car ride Jack spends rambling vaguely coherently about all of the things he needs to do; all of the people he needs to contact; did he even bring his insurance card?

Naomi, who had remembered to grab Jack’s wallet for him as they left, does not remove her eyes from the road, but does remove her hand from the wheel to let it rest on Jack’s knee, which is bouncing erratically enough she can practically feel the car shake. “Let's just worry about one thing at a time,” she suggests softly. Like: finding out what hospital Dex was taken to. Jack scans a map of the city and starts calling, beginning with one closest to the event. The hospitals are understandably wary about providing any personal information, but he is finally able to convince someone that he is Dex’s husband; she gives him no real information but instructions on where to go once he arrives at the hospital.

“They're in surgery,” Jack says dully; he is silent the rest of the drive.
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​Unloveables: 1
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Look: human beings are tenacious fuckers.

Tenacious is an old SAT word meaning holding fast; cohesive; retentive; persistent; obstinate. Fuckers an old curse meaning ones who fuck, or have sex. Or any of the other meanings of the word fuck. Humans definitely fuck a lot, especially around here, and if you're willing you can even make something of a living for yourself here by fucking. 

I'm not willing, FYI. For Your Information.

. . .

FYSA: For Your Situational Awareness; this was after the Megadrought, the Great Floods, after the Water Wars, the TriPlague, the Midwestern Firestorms, after the Superricane that wiped out the entire East Coast. After the Refugee Crisis and the Great Migrations and whatever wars they fought over that; we stopped keeping track. After after after after...

My point is, we're still here. Not just Them, the Fat Cats in their climate havens or underground bunkers or space pods or whatever they ended up escaping to. I mean Us, the Unloveables, the seedy underbelly for whom survival has always been the only option.

. . .

The Safe Havens aren't a myth, for the record. On clear nights, when the last of the solar banks that power the automatic factories has drained and the lights have flickered down, you can still see an orange glow on the horizon, just off to the south.

Also: what else would the factories be doing, besides making everything the Fat Cats need for a soft, cushy lifestyle?

Why else would we be kept alive, if not to feed the factories?

. . .

Look: it's not some big conspiracy or anything. Once or twice a week, the Vans sweep through the streets in the afternoon, picking up the dead and chugging them along the road to the factories where they will be deconstructed and recycled into...

Well, that I don't know exactly, and I don't care to find out. They might be in our soap. They might be in our laundry baskets. They might be in our ultra-processed foodstuffs.

. . .

The thing is, even when we're not old, some of us could still remember what it was like Before. I have fuzzy memories of using a cell phone to play games, tapping on the screen while sitting in the basket of a squeaking metal cart that my mom pushed around the grocery store. I remember gluttonous displays of produce, rows and rows of nonperishables, the cold chill of open-topped freezers stacked with pearly red meats.

I’m only, like, seventeen. Ish.

. . .

Both of my parents are dead. Most people's parents are dead, or else their children are, or their siblings, their friends, their pets. The survival rate around here is next to zero.
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​What Dex Remembers

[image: ]




Dex remembers waking up - too early in the morning - to Jack, freshly showered and still damp, crawling into the bed next to them. They remember rolling over and curling up next to him, as they did most nights when Jack came home from work. They remember an alarm, a couple hours later; hitting the snooze button once, then again, then ignoring it all together as they had accidentally knocked the phone to the floor and were too busy fucking to retrieve it.

“I was going to take a shower before I left,” Dex remembers complaining when they finally picked it up and looked at the time.

Jack stayed in bed, sleepily watching Dex get dressed. He’d teased, “Do you think it'll be difficult, giving a speech with my cum still dripping out from between your legs?”

Dex remembers an odd knot forming in their stomach. “I had not considered it,” they'd responded, “At least I have several hours on a bus to get used to the idea.”

Dex remembers the bus ride into the city, over mountains and across vast empty fields. They remember the early crowd, milling around in disjointed groups, well before some unknown, critical mass was reached and the protest could begin in earnest. They remember talking to Jack, wishing he was there with them.

They remember waking up on their back, warm liquid pooling beneath them, half their world missing, the other half blurred and disjointed. A shadow of a figure, climbing onto the stage in front of them. Gunshots, muffled by the ringing in Dex’s ears. They remember reaching towards their side holster incredulously; they had practiced for this, dutifully putting up with the red hats at the gun range every week, but had certainly never expected to have to actually follow through with it. A shock of pain in their head, their stomach as they half sat up to fire once, blindly; they could only hope they hit their target. They could only hope their target was actually the shooter.

They remember the sky: bright blue and cloudless, rapidly fading to black.

. . .

Dex wakes up to a sensation of nothingness; they are a husk, floating through empty spacetime. Then, pain: a stabbing ice pick through their eye. They can see nothing but they hear a steady beeping. They try to move; their body feels sluggish and heavy. Their left hand is stiff and bound by tape, a flexible tube: an IV. Dex is no stranger to hospitals: their ovaries removed laparoscopically after high school, top surgery a few years ago. Dex tries to touch their head, their face. Half of it is covered by thick layers of gauze and tape, but only half. They wave their free hand in front of their eyes; nothing. A once steady beep, beep grows quicker, and a wave of nausea clutches their stomach.

Then, Jack’s voice: “Dex,” he says, “hey, it's okay, I'm here.” His words are less consoling than Dex would like them to be. Something touches their right hand and they flinch away. Then they connect the touch to the voice, and reach out again, gripping Jack’s hand tightly.

“Jack,” Dex tries to say; but their throat is hoarse, and it only comes out as breath. Their lips feel numb and they try to lick them, but their tongue is also dry. “I can't see, Jack,” they whisper airily.

“Like, at all?” he asks, voice filled with concern.

A nurse comes in as Dex shakes their head, the tiniest movement bringing forth another wave of nausea, a brief stab of pain. “How are we feeling, Mrs. Woods?”

Jack responds automatically. “Mister,” he corrects, “or doctor.” He trails off, feeling petty for interrupting, for telling a nurse that Dex, with a PhD in Climatology, was a doctor; but it was, by this point, a pretty ingrained response. Also, their preferences were right there on the room’s white board. It is past midnight, and Jack is exhausted.

“My throat hurts,” Dex manages, “and my stomach.” Their bed moves under them; their head is being elevated, and everything inside them shifts uneasily with the change in perspective. A wide, corrugated plastic straw touches their lips; Jack is holding a cup of ice water. He permits Dex only a few sips before pulling the sweet nectar away.

“Sorry, dude, don't want you to get sick.”

The nurse nods approvingly, a gesture Dex misses; they are only vaguely aware of the woman as she briefly touches them here or there, presumably conducting an examination. “Smart one you've got there,” she says.

“He's a paramedic,” Dex explains distantly. The water helped soothe their throat but only exacerbated their nausea, and now the world is spinning as well. “I love him so much.”

The nurse offers Jack a wide grin. “You know, I'm really happy to hear that,” she says. “The world needs all the love we can give it.”

Dex doesn't respond. Jack recognizes the look on their face: the sudden paleness, trembling lips, their tight, controlled breathing through the nose. He reaches towards a canister on the wall and pulls out a blue plastic vomit bag, getting it under Dex’s chin just in time for them to puke.

“There's those paramedic reflexes for you,” the nurse remarks dryly.

White spots of pain fill Dex’s head as they retch, first vomiting out the water, then bile, then dry heaving until the nausea finally slips away. Someone else comes in and starts talking, rapidly; to the nurse, or to Dex, or Jack, they do not know, the words blurring together with the beeping of machines in the fog of Dex’s mind. Then, suddenly, it is silent; the room is empty, they think; even Jack’s hands have disappeared.

“Jack?” they call wearily into the darkness of space.

“Yeah, I'm still here.” Jack’s hand returns, clutching Dex’s.

“I'm sorry.”

Jack half chuckles, an airy sound. “Let's put a moratorium on apologizing for a bit, okay?”

“Okay,” Dex says. “I can't see,” they say again, voice trembling.

There is a pause; a brief hesitation. “I know,” Jack says, finally, “Just, focus on getting some rest right now. We'll worry about that in the morning.”

Dex is skeptical about getting sleep, but between the morphine and the ondansetron pumping through their IV, they are out within seconds.
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​A Summary of Injuries
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The first bullet ripped through Dex’s side below the ribcage, completely obliterating a kidney on its way out but causing minimal damage otherwise. The other bullet, technically just a fragment, lodged itself in their left eye, destroying the globe, shattering the orbital. CT revealed mild brain injury in the frontal lobe, damage to the other ocular nerve that may or may not be permanent. No tracking in the remaining eye; minimal pupillary response to light.

“Overall, they should consider themselves lucky,” according to the surgeon.

Lucky that the shooter had bad aim. Lucky that a sixteen year old with a brand new CPR cert was at the protest. Lucky EMTs arrived on time with the AED. Luckier than the one fatality, not counting the perpetrator; less lucky than the other victims, of which there were five, whose injuries ranged from a sprained ankle to a hole in the leg and shattered femur.
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​Unloveables: 2
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I can't tell you what things were like around the world. The cellular network that provided entertainment to toddler me had been down for years. I can only tell you how things were here.

“Here” was the remnants of a town named after a person I never met. It was 208 miles away from Denver, according to the green and white sign on the highway. Denver was the capital of the state of Colorado, if states and capitals were still things. Colorado was a rectangle of a state surrounded by other rectangles. It was split in half by a range of mountains whose distant blue peaks were tipped with snow in the dead of winter. Even Before, before before before, the state of Colorado was divided by those mountains: civilization to the east, barbarians to the west.

We were on the western slope.

. . .

You can tell east and west pretty easily by the movements of the sun. Even in ancient times, way Before all this, the sun has always risen in the east, set in the west. It will continue to do so long after we are gone.

There was also a highway that cuts east to west through town. Besides the Vans, maybe two or three cars drove on it a year. To the east, supposedly, were more towns. To the west, a lot of nothing; at least until you get to Salt Lake City in 280 miles.

. . .

An aqueduct ran east of town from north to south, sucking water from a vital, nearly empty reservoir and drawing it down, through a mountain, to the sanctuary where the Fat Cats live.

. . .

Ours is a short history of death, destruction, and devastation. Same as most of the country.

There used to be a power plant, which stood on the site of a Native American burial ground. It was fed by mines that ripped open the mountains and never closed them back up again. It burned through coal ravenously and helped to heat the Earth in the process.

After the coal plant closed, what did we have? What could we produce? Some cows, some sheep, a lot of hay. Most of the wealthy landowners fled a long, long time ago. Everyone who could leave this town, did.

Factories were installed in place of the coal plant: solar powered, wind powered, automated by artificial intelligence from production to shipping. The products of the factories were shipped by drone to other places, like the sanctuary to the south.

Except for the ones that do not make their flight.

. . .

This is how the Remnants survive: some become merchants. They sell the products of the factories to each other. These are things like soap, candles, laundry baskets, ultra processed foodstuffs, opioids. The availability of stock is largely based on what drone someone has shot down that day.

The rare few can sell their own goods: eggs, meat, milk, vegetables, methamphetamine. Homemade soap and candles and hand-woven baskets.

Others sell their services: they tend wounds, they build fences, they have sex. 

The rest of us, we: beg, steal, fight for scraps.

. . .

It's not like there's a lot of us left.

. . .

That is why I was so surprised, the first time I met Rat. Because I had never seen him before, and, on the streets, even when you were invisible, you got to know pretty much everybody around.

Which means Rat wasn't from around.
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​Jack Can’t Sleep
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Jack can't sleep that first night, even in the private room of the ICU. “A courtesy,” explained the nurse who initially led him to the room, “given the nature of their injuries.” Easier to keep a private room under lockdown, he meant.

While waiting out the surgery, Naomi helped him deal with the new influx of messages and calls from others invested in Dex’s life: their mother, their boss, various friends and colleagues, some names and numbers Jack didn't even recognize. Naomi took care of emails and texts, but Jack took the task of calling his mother-in-law to inform her of the event. He found himself dreading the call; Dex had a complicated relationship with Joanne, but they still went to her house for dinner every week. Jack only occasionally joined them.

After offering what little information he had, since Dex was still in surgery at the time, Jack asked, “Have you told Star?”

He heard Joanne’s hesitation over the line. “I think it's best we wait until we have more news, one way or the other.” She had a thick southern accent, speaking slower than even Dex’s drawl.

For once, Jack was inclined to agree with his mother-in-law.

“You know,” Joanne then started, “this wouldn't have happened if she...” 

“They,” he interrupted; but she didn't stop to acknowledge the correction. Jack zoned out, watching the second hand on a nearby clock tick by excruciatingly slowly, before suddenly interrupting, “I think a doctor is coming, gotta go.” Then he hung up.

. . .

Now he sits on a hard, fold-out cot, face illuminated by his phone screen as he scrolls through the well wishes he'd ignored earlier. There are not many, but these are only the people who reached out to Jack instead of Dex. Their phone, one of the few personal belongings tucked away in a drawer next to their bed, was, at one point, buzzing almost incessantly. Now, Jack suspects, its silence means its battery has died. He doesn't care to look.

His email also contains, inexplicably, multiple requests for interviews and updates from various news outlets, and he wonders how they got his email address, connected him to Dex. He deletes them all. It is only a matter of time before they get his phone number; perhaps that is the real reason Dex’s phone was so busy before.

A notification pops up: a text from Star, who, at 11 years old, is probably too young to have her own phone - not that Jack has any say in the matter - and is definitely too young to be awake at three o’clock in the morning.

Star > I need to know if they're okay.

Recalling his conversation with Dex’s mother, Jack realizes it is too late; she knows. He hesitates, trying to decide how best to reply.

Jack > I think they will be. Go to bed.
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​Who is Star?
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Star, nickname for Estelle (which really only Jack uses anymore (which she kind of loves him for)) is Dex’s daughter. Dex was 15 when she was born and, officially, she was being raised to believe that she was Dex’s sister. Unofficially, however, she had confronted Jack in private a couple weeks ago demanding to know if he was her father. “Because I already know Dex is my mom,” she’d said, “or, whatever it is they would call themselves.”

Jack kept his tone shockingly neutral as he asked, “How on earth did you come to that conclusion?”

“I found my birth certificate in mom’s closet,” she explained. “Grandma's closet,” she corrected herself, which made Jack eyebrows furrow, just slightly.

“If you’ve seen your birth certificate, then you know who your dad is.”

“Father's name is blank.”

This made Jack’s frown deepen, briefly; then he recovered and sighed. “I am not your father,” he reiterated, “but you are going to have to talk to Dex about the other stuff.”

“Please don't tell them I know,” she’d begged, “I don't want them to hate me.”

“Dex could never hate you.” It was a lie, partially; Dex had hated Estelle, early on, and still resented her when Jack first met them. They had gotten pregnant in a less-than-consensual way, and they had carried the pregnancy less-than-willingly, a fact that informs some of the tension between Jack and his mother-in-law. By now, of course, Dex has found a way to love her, which meant so could Jack, who had been feeling a vaguely paternal affection towards the girl almost as long as he's known her, not that he would admit that to Dex.

He met Star when she was almost a year old; she was a solemn baby, round-faced with thin, pale hair and wide green eyes that matched Dex’s almost exactly. Jack had watched her crawl around the dried brown grass of their front yard with some trepidation; Star was the first baby he had ever met. He had only known Dex for a couple weeks by that point. They were not yet dating but, despite his early protestations to Naomi, Jack was already falling head over heels for them. This revelation - a child, at their age? - put only the slightest dent in his enthusiasm, a spark of doubt that Naomi quickly tamped out.

“Sorry,” she'd said, “are you worried Dex is going to ask you to play daddy to their baby sister?” She knew the truth, of course, but her point was: maybe the high school kid just wants a high school relationship. 

They hadn't; it turned out, Dex took a lot of convincing before they were willing to go out with Jack, a fact that hit particularly hard when he broke up with them after less than a year.
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​Apologies
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This is why Dex apologized for puking: the first time the two tried dating, which lasted most of their junior year of high school, ended somewhat painfully after Jack’s eating disorder reared its ugly head. First in the form of anorexia, which he tried to brush off as a lack of appetite until it became too obvious; then as purging, which worked fine until it didn't and he started puking up thin ribbons of bright red and passed out on his bathroom floor. He felt obligated to break up with Dex, who didn't deserve that shit, before heading off to a recovery center that took up nearly the entire summer before senior year as Jack struggled to gain enough weight to satisfy his doctors. Then he struggled to keep it on, especially after his release; the start of senior year; the fact of Dex in, somehow, literally all of his classes.

But he survived. He moved on. He hasn't even relapsed since college, which was really just a blip. That Dex, with a hole in their head and chest, was thinking of that of all things, considering it enough to apologize about the potential trigger after so many years, makes Jack feel a bit like shit for the rest of the night.
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​Unloveables: 3
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The first time I met Rat, he was foraging along a creek. It was late spring, so the sandy bed was still damp with snowmelt. I thought he was just a child; he was so small, and crouched barefoot in the mud like they do. He was absorbed in picking mushrooms and didn't notice me until I said, “That's a bad idea, unless you want your liver to turn into soup.”

“I know what I am doing,” he said in a comically deep voice, which made me believe even more that he was just a child, trying hard to sound older and unsuspicious. He did not look at me, facing away in the shadows so I couldn't really get a good look at him.

“They’re poisonous,” I insisted.

“They are not.”

“It's literally impossible to tell without a microscope,” I said smugly, reciting a little-known-fact from an old magazine I read in the library.

. . .

Yes, we had a library. It was open 24/7 and there were no librarians. There was no one in charge at all, and there was little furniture left besides the staggering bookshelves. It was not in great shape and the newest book was almost as old as I was. I practically lived there. The basement storage rooms were particularly cozy year-round.

. . .

Rat: “That is a myth perpetuated in the twenties, after artificial intelligence began publishing misleading field guides that encouraged readers to consume toxic mushrooms. Since it is true that mushrooms can be difficult to distinguish, it was easier to convince the public to stop foraging all together than to attempt to address the misinformation.”

Me: “Uhm.”

. . .

Rat walked here. Over the mountains and through the woods and all that. He had some experience foraging.

. . .

The second time I met Rat was about a week later. He was taking a shower.

There was a spot along the aqueduct, a few miles south of town, where the water leaked out a wide crack in a constant shower, almost year-round; though since it was almost impossible to leave town during the winter, I don't know what happened then. I suspect the crack freezes over. The rest of the year, it showered the ground beneath it, filling a pond that's ankle deep, soaking into the soil to nurture a thick patch of grass and shrubs and even wildflowers.

As far as I knew, I was the only person who ever ventured out to this spot, which was a veritable oasis in the summers. It's even tolerable during the day time.

. . .

There are four seasons here: blisteringly hot, windy, frigid cold, and windy. During the summers, often for weeks on end, it is impossible to go outside during the day for more than a couple minutes. I've tried: the sun immediately burns your skin. Your eyes and mouth dry out. Even breathing in the superheated air is painful.

If you can get to the oasis without dying, it's not a terrible place to wait out the afternoon hell.

. . .

Rat was standing under the shower of water, completely ass-naked. He was standing tall, almost leaning backwards, his head tilted up, eyes closed under the stream, so I got a much more thorough look at him this time around, even from the distance. Short, sun-bleached hair that stayed light in the water; his limbs were shockingly pale and spindly, and I could practically count his ribs protruding through nearly translucent skin. His chest was nearly flat but a thin triangle of dark hair between his legs suggested he was not as young as I'd first assumed. I assumed, also, that he was a girl, his deepened voice from before a disguise.

I wasn't exactly hidden, but he still hadn't noticed me, entranced by the water as he was. I didn't know whether to interrupt his reverie, to announce my presence and thus my potential as a threat, or to just quietly disappear, but I was saved from having to make the decision by the loud screaming of a nearby crow. In a flash after noticing me he was out of the water and grabbing something out of a nearby pile of clothes. The crow fluttered away and I felt suddenly alone; now he was pointing a weirdly long knife at me. I also had a knife, fixed-blade and in an obvious sheath attached to my belt, but I wasn't particularly inclined to get into a knife fight, so I held my hands up and, against every instinct, squeezed my eyes closed.

“Hey, I, uh,” I stammered, “I didn't mean...”

“Do not move,” his gruff voice interrupted, “If you try to rape me, I will cut off your dick.”

I kept my eyes closed but it sounded like he was getting dressed, which meant his guard was down, and probably the knife too. Not that I intended to do anything with that information; I kept my hands raised. “I'm not -” I said.

“You were watching me,” he spat, “Pervert.”

“I wasn't -” I started to defend myself, but there isn't a lot of defense to watching someone shower naked in the middle of nowhere, even if it was an accident. I was a big guy, probably not someone you'd want to run into in the middle of nowhere in any situation. “Look, I've never seen anyone out here before. I was just surprised. I’m sorry.”

I heard a swishing sound of metal on plastic, then a click. “You may open your eyes now,” he said, and I did. He was wearing dark, loose clothing that swamped him and made him look even smaller than he was. A wide brimmed hat kept his face in the shadows. His knife dangled off a rope that served as a belt to hold up his baggy pants. His feet were bare and muddy. My own feet felt hot in their shoes.

“As you can see,” he said, holding his arms out as though presenting something, “the mushrooms were not poisonous.”

“You remember me?”

“You foretold my death,” he answered, looking at me like I was an idiot, “In ancient times, it was wise to keep your prophets close.”

I didn't know what to say to that.

“My name is Rat,” he said, “And to save us any further confusion, my pronouns are he/him. You can forget about whatever you think you saw before.”

“Okay.” I saw his shoulders slump with visible relief.

“And you?” he asked.

“Oh, uhm,” I stammered, “I guess my pronouns are he/him as well.”

Rat glared at me from under the brim of his hat. His eyes were cold, like ice. “Are you being intentionally obtuse?”

“Yes.”

. . .

The thing is, I shared my name with my dad, and the last person to call me it was my mom, and I wasn't really coping well with that fact. Still. For over a decade, people just referred to me as “hey, you.”

. . .

My parents both died in the Great Autopilot Crash, along with tons of other people who were on the roads that day. I remember the clunk of the doors locking, a jolt of acceleration that flipped my stomach. My parents were arguing, their quiet conflict quickly turning panicked as they pressed and pulled and slammed at the buttons and petals that would no longer respond to their commands. I remember the car’s stereo, playing some sort of generated pop song, the volume rising and rising and rising to drown out their voices.

. . .

I still fucking hate music.

. . .

I was in the backseat, facing the back windshield, so I didn't see the stone wall the car drove us into. I did see the next car, however, as it slammed in us, crumpling our vehicle like an aluminum can.

The car seat saved my life, I guess. If anyone has figured out what bug or glitch caused that catastrophe, I've yet to hear about it.
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Dex still cannot see when they awake the next day. Gunshots echo through their skull and they lay there and do not open their remaining eye for several minutes, hoping perhaps the whole thing had been a terrible dream. They try to listen to the room, to orient themselves and their surroundings based on sound alone. They do not realize Jack is with them until he clears his throat somewhere off to the right. Furniture creaks as his weight shifts.
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