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How will the world end?

In a flash of nuclear fire? Or the endless night of a sun gone inexplicably dark? Or perhaps the loss of all the electronic data that makes the modern world go round?

Maybe just with the quiet disappearance of most of the world’s people, leaving behind only a few to start over again.

If you’re a fan of post-apocalyptic fiction, you won’t want to miss this latest collection in Annie Reed’s Unexpected series. Just make sure you read these stories with the lights on, and have a few tissues nearby.

Just in case.

“One of the best writers I’ve come across in years.”

Kristine Kathryn Rusch




 

 

Copyright Information

_________________________________

Sea Change

Copyright © 2021 Annie Reed

 

Actual Darkness

First published in by Thunder Valley Press 2013

Copyright © 2021 Annie Reed

 

Bernie’s Theory

Copyright © 2021 Annie Reed

 

Shooter

Copyright © 2021 Annie Reed

 

Acceptable Losses

Copyright © 2021 Annie Reed

 

Frayed Edges of the World

First published in Cat Ladies of the Apocalypse, Camden Park Press 2020

 


[image: ]



 

Unexpected Futures

Copyright © 2021 Annie Reed

 

Published by Thunder Valley Ink

Cover art Copyright © Arman Zhenikeyev/Dreamstime.com

Cover and layout Copyright © 2020 Thunder Valley Ink

 

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional, and any actual locations referred to in this book are used in a fictional manner. Any resemblance to real people or incidents is purely coincidental. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission.

 

For more information on the author, go to www.anniereed.wordpress.com.




 

Introduction

Sea Change

Actual Darkness

Bernie’s Theory

Shooter

Acceptable Losses

Frayed Edges of the World

Copyright Information

About the Author

 




 

Introduction

 

When my publisher and I came up with the idea for the Unexpected series of short-story collections during the middle of an actual pandemic, I knew the hardest collection to put together would be Unexpected Futures. I wasn’t wrong.

I started reading post-apocalyptic fiction when I was pretty young. Some of it was just okay and quickly dismissed from memory. Others, like Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend, stuck with me. I guess that explains why I didn’t run screaming into the night when hubby suggested going to see A Boy and His Dog for our second ever date. (For those curious, our first movie date was One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Crazy and weird—I guess that kind of set the tone for our forty-plus years [and counting] marriage.)

But thinking about the end of the world scenarios during a pandemic? That turned out to be more emotionally draining than I thought it would be. At least the pandemic didn’t come complete with zombies. Somehow, I always expected the end of the world to have zombies.

I love these stories. They hit me right in the feels, both when I was writing them and when I was reading over them again in the process of putting this collection together. Some of them, like “Sea Change,” “Bernie’s Theory,” “Acceptable Losses,” and “Shooter,” are seeing print for the first time in this collection. “Frayed Edges of the World” was published last year in Cat Ladies of the Apocalypse. “Actual Darkness” was published as a standalone short story some years ago and is a companion piece to “One Sun, No Waiting,” which appeared in Unexpected Aliens.

You won’t find zombies (or aliens) in these pages. If you like your post-apocalyptic fiction to feature zombies, check out my short-story collection The Patient Z Files.

One final note.

When I put these stories together, I noticed that I tend to destroy San Francisco and Las Vegas in my apocalyptic fiction. It’s nothing personal. I love both cities and travel to them frequently. They’re each iconic in their own way, which is perhaps why I gravitate toward setting stories in those cities. In fact, private investigator Abby Maxon traveled to both Las Vegas and San Francisco in my novel Pretty Little Horses. She didn’t destroy either city. I promise.

—Annie Reed

March, 2021

 




 

 

Sea Change

 

The Golden Gate Bridge was the first thing to go.

Nessa didn’t hear an explosion. No helicopters thundered by overhead or sirens wailed in the distance. No flash of light or mushroom cloud or rockets launched from silos no one even knew existed appeared in the sky. The bridge simply was there one moment, and a blink of the eye later, it was gone.

Nessa had been leaning against the railing at the back of the upper level of Pier 39 when the bridge disappeared.

Two months ago she would have been smoking the second cigarette of her first smoke break of the day, huddled in her jacket as the wind off the Bay whipped apart the smoke she exhaled. Then she’d had a scare—a spot on an x-ray that her doctor said they’d “watch,” as if Nessa was supposed to keep an eye on her insides to make sure the thing didn’t grow from a spot into something that someone besides Nessa was concerned about—and she’d quit cold turkey.

These days she huddled inside her jacket and munched on over-salted, over-priced popcorn from the candy shop on the upper level of the pier during her breaks. She didn’t really like popcorn, but eating gave her hands and her mouth something to do. So far she’d put on fifteen pounds fighting the urge to light up another cigarette. Sometimes when she stared at her reflection in the mirror, she wondered if the spot in her lungs had put on weight, too.

When the bridge disappeared, the bag of popcorn fell from Nessa’s suddenly numb fingers. The wind blew the bag across the rough wooden planks of the pier, trailing popcorn as it went. The seagulls would have a field day.

How could a bridge simply disappear?

Nessa rubbed her eyes.

The day was crystal clear, the view of Alcatraz perfect, and the bridge had been a bright orange span between San Francisco and Sausalito. She’d been watching a container ship make its slow way beneath the bridge to the open ocean beyond.

The ship was still there heading out to sea, only now nothing spanned over its checkerboard cargo. No huge support beams rose from the water. No concentric waves rippled out from where cars had plunged into the Bay, the bridge beneath them suddenly gone.

In the blink of an eye, the Golden Gate Bridge had simply ceased to exist.

She moaned.

Those poor people! What had happened to all the people on the bridge? Had they gone wherever the bridge had gone? Things like this couldn’t happen, could they?

Nessa looked around herself, searching for confirmation that what she’d seen had really happened.

Not many people ventured to the very end of the pier, not on days when the wind blew hard off the water. Even in summer this end of the pier was cold. Tourists in their tanks tops and shorts and flip-flops, fresh from a day in Napa or Sacramento where the temperatures topped a hundred degrees in the dog days of August, came into the souvenir shop where Nessa worked to buy thick sweatshirts and hooded jackets. They always said the same thing:

“I had no idea San Francisco was this cold! This is California, isn’t it?” As if the entire state was supposed to be one climate-controlled playground.

Today she was the only person standing at the railing at the end of the pier.

In fact, she was almost the only person on this entire section of the upper level. A harried-looking woman was chasing two toddlers who’d made a headlong rush toward the candy store where Nessa got her daily dose of popcorn. Farther away, a group of high school kids, all lanky and lean and not that much younger than Nessa, hoodies pulled up over their heads and noses buried in their smart phones, shuffled down the walkway toward the stairs to the first level.

The kids wouldn’t know if a bomb went off overhead, much less notice a silently disappearing bridge, and the toddler-chasing woman only had eyes for the kid.

It struck her then that even for mid-week, the crowd at the Pier was too small. Even on the lower level, the shoppers couldn’t properly be called a crowd at all.

Had something happened in the world that she knew nothing about?

She didn’t have a smart phone, so she couldn’t check the Internet. Her cell was cheap, and she only bought it because her roommate insisted that Nessa have a phone of some sort.

“What if I need to reach you in an emergency?” Judith had said.

Nessa never told Judith that the phone was rarely switched on. Besides, Nessa didn’t have a car. Judith would be better off calling the police in an emergency than her roommate.

Her boss kept a radio on in the store. Clark was an odd duck, as Judith would say. Obsessive about keeping the store neat, the shelves stocked, and the windows free of fingerprints, he couldn’t care less about his own appearance. He hated most music and would rant for hours about the evils of MP3 players. Instead of music, the store’s customers—and Nessa—were subjected to the ravings of a local talk radio station Clark listened to on the small portable stereo behind the counter. If anyone knew what was going on in the Bay area, it would be Clark.

“What happened to the bridge?” Nessa asked when she got back to the store. “Did you hear anything?”

Clark turned from straightening postcards on the swivel rack by the cash register. He not only kept the cards separated so that all the cards in each bay had the same picture, he had the cards arranged by subject matter. Skyline pictures and ocean pictures. Sea lions and the Golden Gate Bridge. Ghiradelli Square and Chinatown. Cable cars. The extreme S-curves of Lombard Street. The flower vendors of Union Square. He’d even separated out postcards for the Bay’s two major-league baseball stadiums.

“What?” He peered at her from behind thick, black-rimmed glasses. “Did I hear ‘what’ on the radio?”

“What are you talking about?” asked a tourist near the front of the store. Nessa had breezed by the man without giving him a second look. He was sorting through a bin filled with t-shirts, no doubt looking for a size large enough to cover his ample belly. “Something going on out there?”

Nessa looked back and forth between Clark and the tourist. The t-shirt shopper was the only customer in the store. It wasn’t like she’d start a panic if she said anything in front of him.

“The Golden Gate Bridge is gone. Just... gone.” The words came out far calmer than she felt.

“What’s gone?” Clark asked.

“The bridge!” Nessa swept one arm toward the front of the store. “I was just out on the end of the pier. It was there one minute, I blinked, and it was gone!”

The tourist’s eyes grew wide. “Terrorists blew up the Bay Bridge?!”

Clark gave the tourist an exasperated look. “Nobody blew up anything, we would have heard it. It would have been on the radio.”

Nessa felt like she’d dropped into the middle of a conversation in a language she didn’t understand. “Aren’t you listening? I said the Golden Gate Bridge is gone. Not the Bay Bridge, get it?”

The Bay Bridge connected San Francisco to Oakland. The bridge was ugly and gray and functional, and no one ever bought postcards of the Bay Bridge to send home to family and friends. The Golden Gate Bridge was the iconic symbol of San Francisco. The image was plastered on half the stuff they had in the store, and these two were acting like they’d never heard of it.

Clark was staring at her now like she’d lost her mind. He dropped his hands from the rack of postcards and stuffed them in the pockets of his jeans, like if he accidentally touched her, he might catch something.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Vanessa,” he said, “but I think you’d better calm down.”

He was the only one who called her “Vanessa,” and all because she’d made the mistake of putting her whole name on her employment app. She’d given up trying to correct him. She’d give up now, too, if the whole thing wasn’t so damn important.

“What I’m talking about,” she said, straining to keep herself from shouting, “is that the bridge disappeared, okay?” She grabbed a postcard from the rack and held it up to him. “This bridge. It was there one minute, gone the next, like some gigantic magic trick. Okay?”

“That’s what I said!” The tourist had come up alongside them. He poked a finger that looked like an overstuffed sausage at the postcard. “The Bay Bridge is gone! How am I going to get back to Oakland? I’m claustrophobic! I can’t ride the train!”

It wasn’t the damn Bay Bridge. How many times did she have to say that? Nobody put the Bay Bridge on a postcard.

Except they had.

Nessa turned the card around to show it to the tourist, but she stopped midway, her jaw going slack.

The front of the postcard had a glossy image of the Bay Bridge in all its ugly glory. No familiar orange steel. No graceful sweep of support cables. No fog-enshrouded sea in the background. Just gray steel and grayer water.

She dropped the postcard like it might burn her.

What was going on?

She made a sweep of the entire store, picking up things she knew by heart but that now looked alien and wrong. She tore through stacks of t-shirts, spindles of key chains, shelves of shot glasses and notepads and pens and collector spoons. Everything that had been printed with a stylized version of the Golden Gate Bridge when Nessa left on her break now sported a stylized logo of the Bay Bridge instead.

What had happened to the Golden Gate? How could any of this have happened?

On top of those thoughts, another nastier one arose.

Am I going insane?

What if the spot on her lungs was just the most visible one? Did she have something growing in her brain, something that made her think she saw things she really didn’t?

Why else would not only an entire bridge disappear, but all references to it as well?

She couldn’t look at Clark. “I don’t feel very good,” she said, her voice barely audible. She felt like a fool. “You mind if I go home and get some rest?”

Clark visibly relaxed. He knew about the spot on her lungs. Judith had said it was stupid to tell Clark, that he might fire her just so he wouldn’t have the hassle if she needed weeks off at a time to take care of her health. From his expression, it looked like he was having the same thought. Nessa wondered if she’d still have a job in the morning.

“That’s a good idea,” he said. “Take the rest of the day. Tomorrow, too, if you need it.”

“So the Bay Bridge is still there?” the tourist asked.

“Yes,” Clark said in the patient tone he used for tourists and five-year-old children. “It’s still there.”

The last thing Nessa heard as she left the shop was the tourist say, “Thank God. I’d have never heard the end of it if I got stuck here and stranded my wife in Oakland.”
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The apartment was dark when Nessa got home.

There was nothing unusual in that. Judith kept all but the essential lights off to conserve electricity and the blinds closed to conserve heat. Judith was big into protecting the environment and leaving the smallest carbon footprint possible on the earth.

“We have to save it for future generations,” she always said.

Nessa wondered what future generations would think about the missing bridge.

If there’d ever been a bridge to go missing.

She’d caught a cable car near Fisherman’s Wharf, then got on a bus for the rest of the ride to her apartment. No one on either the cable car or the bus had seemed to notice that the Golden Gate Bridge was gone. In fact, she heard someone gripe about the cost of the ferry ride from San Francisco to Sausalito.

A ferry. People caught a ferry to get from one side of the Bay to the other, just like they did in Seattle.

The more she thought about it, the more Nessa remembered hearing other people complain about the ferry. She’d been to Sausalito a few times herself, and while it was possible to get there by driving across the Bay Bridge and then around the Bay on the Marin County side, a ferry ride would be faster. Besides, she didn’t have a car. So she must have ridden the ferry, right? But wouldn’t she remember something like that?

Not if the spot inside her lungs had grown a twin in her brain.

She pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. She could feel a headache building. She needed to take something before the pain got too bad, but when she opened the door to the cabinet where Judith insisted they keep vitamins, cold medicine, and pain relievers, the only thing inside were dishes.

“Hey, Judith,” Nessa said loud enough for her voice to carry back to Judith’s bedroom. “Did you rearrange the cabinets? I need something for a headache.”

Judith didn’t answer.

It was too early in the day for Judith to be in bed. She had the day off—Tuesdays and Wednesdays were her weekends—but she spent most of that time at her computer. Judith was writing a non-fiction book chronicling the political upheaval of the last decade. The subject matter didn’t interest Nessa in the least, but it seemed to totally absorb her roommate’s attention.
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