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THIS STORY CONTAINS 


references to SA and scenes that depict 


death, violence, terrorist attacks, 


and psychological and physical torture.


The main character experiences


memory loss due to a head injury, 


thoughts of self-harm, and suicidal ideation.


Please read with care.
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Thin arms wrap around me, cutting through the heat of flames and betrayal, and lift me in a feat of impossible strength. The smell of burning is everywhere. Phantom screams fill my head, and the stench of charred flesh stings my nose. 


Just a memory.


My only memory. 


A bubble of panic boils in my stomach, but before it overwhelms me, my instincts take over and I pull in a fresh gulp of air. Eyes closed, I focus on my body, feel the air fill my nose and reach my lungs until the frantic beat of my heart settles. 


My eyelids flutter open to a sky of ash. Floating through the air. Covering the ground. Coating my tongue with a chalky paste. It’s like looking at the world through a screen. 


An eerie quiet presses against me. I squeeze my eyes shut against the dull gray sky that feels all too bright and wonder why I’m outside, but that thought quickly falls away to more pressing ones. I search for something about myself to hold on to, but all I get is a throbbing pain pushing against my skull. My hands clench, nails digging into the raw, red skin of my palms.


A pallor of dread hangs over me, like a leftover feeling upon waking from a dream that is immediately forgotten. Only this isn’t a dream I’ve lost; it’s my life.


“Hello. Are you awake?” asks a deep voice. The person’s warm breath brushes my cheek. 


Instantly my muscles tighten—poised, as if anticipating an attack—but my pulse remains steady, calm. I feign sleep. The cold sensation at my sore back tells me I’m lying on metal. A potential weapon. Though I don’t need a weapon to kill a man.


A less disturbing thought than it should be, but it’s not the time to linger over such things.


I sense the person hovering above me and wait until I hear them move away, sense a little space between us. Then I whip open my eyes and jump off what turns out to be a gurney on wheels. It crashes onto its side. I shove it between me and the threat and duck behind it like a child hiding from a thunderstorm.


My brain screams for me to stay hidden. Yet my body is primed to fight, itching to take down the threat. Being frightened should make sense, but the fighter instinct fits like a second skin. My beige hands, nails caked with grime under my French manicure, shake while my mind and body wage a war over what to do next.


The person stays on the other side of the gurney where I can’t see them, which I don’t like. Still, I stay out of sight and soak in my surroundings, hungry for information. I’m in a service station parking lot. A six-lane highway stretches out in front of me; it’s completely empty, not a single car in sight. Which is odd, right? It’s hard to trust my mind when I have no concrete memories of my life.


A digital sign that is supposed to display the price of gas is dark. A large white tent is set up near the signpost. Ten sheets cover body-shaped figures on the ground. It takes mere seconds for me to take in the scene, as if I’m practiced at assessing my environment. But what I’m seeing doesn’t make sense.


I swallow through a lump in my throat, tasting ash. My vision blurs, turning as scattered as my thoughts. A splitting headache tap dances a frantic rhythm in my head. The pain starts at the base of my neck, snakes up the back of my skull, and wraps around to my temples. 


I peek over the side of the gurney and note the person is younger than I expected, more an overlarge boy than a man. Probably late teens, 6’2”, a wiry 150 pounds. It’s like he’s an item in a catalogue and I’m able to size him up in a single glance. A handy skill, but it’s unnerving not to understand why I can do this.


I hazard a question, though it’s not the one I really want to know. “Who are you?” 


The question ends on a tremble that sets off a spike of emotion in my gut. Anger maybe. Like I’m angry at myself for showing vulnerability, though that is the rawest, most visceral feeling I have right now. Why should I hide that?


“I’m Elijah Aarons,” he says. 


It occurs to me that if I don’t know who I am, then I might know him and not remember, but that doesn’t seem to be the case as he shows no hint of being surprised by my inquiry. 


He holds his hands out in an offer to help me stand. As if I need help. 


“You were injured fleeing the city after the attacks.” His last word hisses in my brain—attacks, attacks, attacks. 


I shake my head, worsening the headache. “What city?” My mouth is dry, so licking my chapped lips does nothing to soothe them.


He moves closer, his footsteps muffled by the ash, and I duck lower behind the gurney. “New York.”


I can picture the skyline in my head—the streets full of cabs and buses, the sidewalks teeming with people—but not my place among them.


“What’s your name?” he asks, the voice closer than I expect.


Albany, Annapolis, Atlanta, Augusta…no, no, no. I shake my head to clear away the list of names that aren’t mine. Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe…fuck! What is wrong with me? 


My vision blurs again, and I pull in a sharp breath as pain shoots through my head. A pit of dread settles in my stomach, but I can’t trace the source of the feeling. My emotions are untethered, disturbing without memories tied to them. 


My own name. I don’t know my own name. 


I rub my fingertips along my forehead, trying to force out any scrap of useful information. Then Elijah is kneeling in front of me, his brown eyes wide in a warm face I don’t trust. A bead of sweat drips from his russet-colored hair. He reaches out to touch my shoulder. 


My body snaps into action. I grab his shoulders, pivot on my feet, and force him on his back in one swift motion. My right knee stabs him in the chest as I pin him to the asphalt. I clasp his wrists above his head and hold them tight enough for my knuckles to turn white. Our noses are inches apart. 


I do this on pure instinct.


His chest heaves, and his breath comes in puffs strong enough to blow my long, black hair away from his face. My own breath is calm, measured. An elbow to the right place on this guy’s temple will kill him. I won’t do it, not unless I have to. 


What the fuck is wrong with me?


I scramble off Elijah and scoot away in horror. 


A woman emerges from an old VW van on the side of the tent I couldn’t see while hiding behind the gurney. She’s mid 30s, 5’4”, and a much softer 150 pounds than Elijah. I’m getting used to this clinical assessment of people. It seems to be a part of my past life that has stuck around, and it’s useful. Her flowing orange dress is garish in the gray, muted world, and it reminds me of something I can’t quite name. Am I supposed to know her?


Bright orange flames dance through debris, pirouetting their way to my trapped body. Hot asphalt burns my hands as I try to push off a heavy object that pins me down. Smoke fills my lungs. I cough, an anemic expulsion, the weight on my back constricting my chest against the ground. My arms and legs are too weak to free me of this nightmare. There is no escape.


A memory.


I’m leaning heavily on the overturned gurney when my senses return. A rolling nausea seizes me. Shaking arms barely support me. Elijah sits, staring at me in shocked wonder, and his features swim in and out of focus. Blinding pain sears my temples. I fall to the side and retch, bile stinging my throat. 


Even with the racket I’m making, I hear the woman’s feet shuffle up next to me, too close for comfort. I’m too wrecked to move away. A small, warm hand rubs my back and another holds my hair away from my face. I fight the instinct to tackle her. I’m not sure I could take her right now. I’m not sure why I feel the need to protect myself from this woman.


My body shudders one final time. Those warm hands roll me on my back. The woman cradles my head in her lap and rubs sticky sweat from my brow.


The gray sky is oddly bright. I try to squint away the throbbing and wince when my left hip stings.


“Elijah, what did you do to her?” the woman scolds. She clearly didn’t see what I did.


“Nothing,” he whispers.


My eyelids flutter and close. The woman hums a soft tune in rhythm with the rubbing. A wave of emotions rolls through me. The thought of exposing such raw feelings in front of strangers—I really don’t think I know them—physically hurts my chest. I force it down, deep into my gut. 


Questions dart through my brain, infiltrating the sense of detachment. What kind of person can’t remember her name? What kind of person finds comfort in having a young man’s life in her hands? Because that’s what I felt when I was on top of Elijah, a sick surging power and relief to be in control. 


Now all I feel is sick…and scared. 


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I whisper over and over again.


“It’s okay, honey,” the woman says. “We’ll take care of you.” She rubs my sweaty head.


The floodgates open. I recoil from her touch and fold my legs tight to my chest, my face hidden in my arms. The sobs come in great, heaving gasps. I can’t stem the avalanche of feelings bleeding out of me. She rubs my back until the sobs subside to a trickle.


“Imah, will she be okay?” asks Elijah.


“Hush,” Imah says. “She’ll be as fine as the rest of us in a couple of days.”


I don’t believe her on that count. Nothing about this is okay.


Imah hums a tune I don’t recognize. I search for a word to describe the touch of her hands on my back. My brain examines the hidden reservoir of my past and comes up dry. Then a word I dare not trust surfaces. My heart constricts and I shudder. 


A hint of its power comes from those hands. How can a woman who doesn’t know me exude this word? I fall into unconsciousness as the promise of it tingles my scalp. 


Hope.
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A rough surface scrapes my hand and wakes me from a quiet, black sleep. The sky is a darker gray than before, the ground dusted with a light layer of ash. Cinders snow down. I lift my hand to find a smear of blood where the asphalt rubbed the already raw skin. No nightmares. A deep sigh of relief escapes and quickly fades as I realize I’m in motion. 


A low, wooden cart shakes under me as it’s pulled down the road. I try to sit but can’t. I’m pinned down by a strap at my chest and another at my thighs. My heart rate accelerates as I fumble to undo the bindings, but a wave of dizziness threatens to knock me out cold.


I rest my head back on the cart and focus on steadying my breathing until I can think of a way out. I’d rather my mind give me something about my past—like why I attacked Elijah. Not that it did me any good, given I’m now tied up. It was foolish to hope Elijah and Imah would take care of me…or care for me.


The cart lurches to a stop. A shadow looms overhead.


“Let me help you,” says the deep voice of Elijah. He loosens the straps and slips them off. “Didn’t want you to fall.”


Or he didn’t want me to attack him again.


He averts his gaze but offers a hand. Reddish purple bruises circle his wrists. No doubt from me. I take the hand and sit. My heart calms to a steady pace.


He sits next to me but not too close. With steady vision and only a slight headache, I once again assess my surroundings. We’re on a giant highway of four sections, three lanes each. A blue sign a little way down reads Service Area 1 Mile. 


A caravan of people, some with pets, shuffle past, gazes cast to the ground. They pull or push their belongings on wagons, carts, even wheelbarrows. The mood is somber, all hushed tones and pensive expressions. No cars or trucks. The road itself suggests it’s the 21st century, but the people and their primitive transportation don’t. Nothing makes sense with what I thought I knew of the world. 


“Where are all the cars?” I don’t recognize the scratchy voice that comes out. 


A tickling sensation builds in my throat and a coughing fit seizes me. I double over, tears stinging my eyes. Every cough fills my aching head with a pulse of fresh pain. The fit lasts maybe a minute, but it feels a lot longer.


When I’m recovered, a thin film of sweat coats my skin and my hair sticks to the back of my neck. I straighten up to find Elijah holding out a small metal flask.


“It’s water,” he says. “It’s clean.”


I wouldn’t care if it was a dirty container full of piss. I gulp it down in several long draughts. I wipe my mouth with my sleeve and hand the flask back to him.


“It’s because of the travel ban,” he says. “That’s why there’s no cars.”


I have no idea what he’s talking about. Despite an effort to conceal my confusion, it must show on my face. Is it safe to let him know I’ve lost my memory? It’s hard to trust anyone when I don’t trust myself.


“All major transportation systems are closed,” he says as if reciting from a book. “Civilian transportation has been banned since the attacks. No one’s allowed to drive except military and essential government officials.”


That word again. “Attacks?”


“Imah said you might not remember.” His deep timbre has turned quiet, and he rubs the soles of his worn-out sneakers on the road, avoiding eye contact. “Terrorist attacks. Yesterday morning. New York and a bunch of other cities. The president spoke earlier today. The entire nation’s in a state of emergency.”


He doesn’t offer any more information. My body sags. The country is as much of a mess as my brain. 


“When you say attacks…?”


His voice takes on the reciting tone again. “Large-spread cyber attacks and also physical attacks targeting infrastructure in major cities.”


“Physical attacks?”


“Like explosives and stuff.” He shrugs, gaze still pinned to his shoes. “Reports are still coming in.”


“What about…?”


“Casualties?” 


He finally glances at me as I nod. I was going to say “deaths” but found the word stuck in my throat.


“Not sure yet. Probably a lot.” His voice is deadpan, but the shine of his eyes reveals a flood of emotions. 


I let that sink in, an ache rising in my chest. A lot dead, but I made it out of the city alive. Alive, but with a blank spot in my memory the size of the Empire State Building, not entirely whole. It’s hard to think about, to process, anything else.


“Are you hungry?” he asks.


“Yeah.” The lie comes too easily, like I’m practiced at it. My stomach is a churning riot and the last thing I want is food. I tell myself I lied because I know I should eat, even if I don’t want to. 


He digs around in his backpack and comes up with an apple. He rubs it on the inside of his t-shirt before handing it over. I bite through the crisp skin to the sweet flesh, flavor bursting through the ash in my mouth. The apple scratches my throat as I swallow, but I think I’ve never tasted anything so wonderful in my life. I guess I was hungry.


While I devour the fruit, we sit in a silence that is more comfortable than not and watch the people parade past.


A little girl, maybe two years old, passes by in a stroller pushed by a wearied woman. The girl stares at me with deep brown eyes framed by frizzy black curls. Her round cheeks are covered in soot, except for two tracks on either side of her nose streaked clean from old tears. The light pink of her dress shows through the grime. If not for the soot, she could be a doll with her delicate features. Her hands, covered in thick bandages, awkwardly grasp a stuffed animal too dirty and beat up for me to identify. It falls to the ground, but the mother doesn’t notice.


I rush to pick it up and hand it to the girl. The corners of my mouth twitch with the hint of a smile, but my brain messes it up and I end up in a grimace. Her face scrunches up, and she lets out a loud cry. Fresh tears stream down her face. I back away slowly as the woman takes the girl from the stroller and cradles her.


“Shh, shh, shh,” the woman says. “It’s okay. Momma’s here.”


The child screams louder. 


“I know it hurts, baby,” the mother says. “It’s okay, it’s okay.” She repeats this as she rocks back and forth until the child’s cries calm. The woman’s shoulders slump in exhaustion, but she doesn’t put the child down. She simply props the girl on her hip and uses her other hand to push the stroller.


I wonder what the child has lost in the attacks. Her home? It appears to be just the two of them. Did she lose the rest of her family? 


From her mother’s shoulder, the child stares at me with doleful eyes. The stuffed animal, awkwardly held with a bandaged hand, bumps against the mother’s back with each step. The child nestles into her mother’s neck and buries her nose in hair. Whatever else she has lost, that child has her mother and a ratty stuffed animal to comfort her. As young as she is, she probably has a favorite food, a favorite toy, a favorite TV show. A whole list of likes and dislikes.


I have no list for myself. At two, this girl has a better sense of herself than I have at…whatever age I am. I sniffle and blink back tears.


“We should get moving,” Elijah says. I wonder how long he has been standing next to me, staring at me with his head cocked to the side. “Everyone else is walking until dark and then setting up camp on the side of the road. Might be able to catch them if we walk fast.”


I tuck my sadness away and force a tiny smile. I don’t have the energy to ask who “everyone else” is; I’m not sure I care. 


Elijah grabs the cart handles and heads down the road at a brisk pace. With no one else in the world to follow, I catch up and walk beside him.
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As I walk with Elijah, he remains silent. It means I don’t have to try and think of something to talk about, but it also allows me too much time to be in my own blank head. I can’t stop thinking about the family I might be leaving behind. Did my mother once comfort me as a child? 


 Love as a concept feels foreign to me, but maybe that’s because I don’t remember anyone to love…or miss. Did my friends and family all die in the attacks? Who will mourn them if I don’t?


 A wave of dizziness stops me in my tracks. I fall to my knees as my vision darkens. 


“He touched me!” I scream. I hug a ratty stuffed bunny. I’m too old for a lovey, but I clutch it to the very chest I’m accusing this man—my mother’s boyfriend—of touching. “He came to my room after I showered…”


My voice breaks. It doesn’t take much to blink tears from my eyes. I’ve fake cried before, almost as many times as I’ve cried for real.


“George, is that true?” my mother asks in a thick southern accent I’ve work very hard not to acquire.


He holds his hands up and waves them frantically as he backs into the wall, almost cowering in the face of my accusation. “No. No, no.”


“He did!” I scream. “Ask him. Ask him what my birthmark looks like.” I touch the spot just above my left breast, near my heart, where there is a small birthmark in an irregular C-shape. 


“A butterfly wing,” he whispers. I’ve never thought of it that way, but I like the description. He saw it one night when I was rummaging in a bottom cabinet, my low-cut shirt hanging open to my braless chest. It was only a peek, but I caught him, and he couldn’t even be bothered to look embarrassed. A guy like that should be punished.


The gears in my mother’s brain turn as she looks from my tear-stained face to George’s stammering mouth. She’ll tolerate her boyfriends hitting me now and then, but touching me is new territory. I’m betting on the fact that her jealousy will be strong enough for her to throw him out. 


My mother slaps him. “How could ya? She’s only thirteen. A child.”


Behind her back, I flash a smirk at George to mask the fear that makes my heart pound so hard I’m afraid he’ll see it. He takes one last, pleading look at my mother before she shoves him out the door. 


Then she turns, slaps me in the face, and says, “Don’t you ever prance around half-naked in front of my boyfriend again, you little whore.”


I run to my room, the fake tears turned real.


I gasp, a fish out of water, unable to breathe.


 “You okay?” Elijah asks. The ringing in my ears makes his voice seem far away. The shock of suddenly being entrenched in such a vivid, fucked up memory has rendered me speechless. Deep in my quivering core, I know it’s a real moment from my past. “Black Butterfly?” 


The nickname clicks in my brain and jolts me back into the present. Something about it feels right. I press my hand to my heart where my birthmark is.


“What did you say?” My voice trails off weakly, but my stare is as intense as the headache building at my temples. 


He blushes and stammers. “B…b…black Butterfly. I, uh, saw the tattoo. When Imah—my sister—dressed the wound.” He points to my hip.


I slip my fingertips under my waistband and find the skin there covered with gauze. Underneath it on my left hip is a slightly distorted tattoo. It’s intact enough for me to see it’s a black butterfly, wings spread wide. My skin prickles with the remembrance of the needle, but my brain doesn’t inform me when or under what circumstances I got the tattoo.


“Is that what I’m called?” I murmur. 


“What?” he asks. He raises a hand like he wants to pat my arm but pulls back, probably recalling the last time he reached for me and I pinned him to the ground.


Now I almost stammer. Almost, but not quite. “Black Butterfly,” I say a little too loudly. “That’s what my friends call me.”


I think of my 13-year-old self and wonder if she had friends. I have no idea what they would’ve called me. Somehow, to my present self, the idea of friendship—like love—feels foreign, an old pair of boots that never quite fit right. And now I know my mother doesn’t love me like that mother loves the child with the ratty stuffed animal. Maybe my friends did, though, and maybe they are missing me…if they’re still alive. I take deep breaths to try and still my shaking hands.


Elijah hovers nervously. “You okay to keep going?”


“Yes.” I stand and find my legs are steady. Elijah begins to pull the cart again. “Wait!”


He immediately stops and turns around. The sense of pleasure I get out of his obedience twists my stomach. I can’t unpack all these feelings right now and press on with my original thought. “You and Imah, you rescued me?”


“No. We found you.”


 “Where?” I whisper, my voice still raw. “How long ago?”


“On the Jersey side of the Holland Tunnel. Yesterday, a few hours after the attacks.”


The phantom stink of fire fills my nostrils. I try to rub it out but can’t.


“You were unconscious,” he explains, and then hangs his head. “We weren’t able to save anyone else.”


At 13 I was in a trailer with my mom, presumably somewhere in the south. Yesterday I was in New York City and barely escaped with my life. Then I was unconscious for less than a day and forgot who I was. How did I go from there to here? What happened in the years between? There are too many gaps to fill. I wince with the pounding of my head.


Elijah looks to the darkening sky, the sun hidden behind clouds and ash. “We’ll meet up with the others soon. You can talk to my sister. She’s a doctor.”


He searches my face with as many questions in his expression as I have swirling in my brain. What was I doing in the city on the day of the attacks? How did I get out? Why was I one of the lucky ones? Or is lucky the wrong word? I don’t know if any of the questions are the right ones. 


He looks away, and then reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small object, which he holds tight in his big hand so I can’t see what it is. 


“I think you should have this.” He opens his fingers to reveal a small pocketknife, the blade tucked neatly into the handle. “It might get dangerous. If supplies get low, there could be riots.”


I hesitate and flex my hands at my side; they are practically twitching to snatch up the weapon. I stare at him, but he won’t meet my gaze. Disbelief floods me that this young man who was on the receiving end of my violent attack would offer to arm me. The weapon is puny, but dangerous all the same. He must truly believe I will have a need for it…and he must trust that I won’t use it on him.


I hold out my hand and he places the knife there, careful not to make contact with my skin. The pocketknife is warm from his touch. I squeeze it, feel the solidness of it in my palm, before placing it into one of the roomy pockets in my black, non-descript pants. A feeling rises above the initial eagerness to possess the knife, one that is rusty with disuse but deeply ingrained. Confidence. I know how to use this weapon. I can take care of myself in a fight.


“Thank you…” I trail off, too confused with my conflicting feelings to say more.


He fills the silence by holding out his hand. “Nice to meet you—” He waits for me to fill in my real name.


“B is fine.” Short for Black Butterfly, the closest thing I have to a name.


His expression is serious but not unfriendly as his offered hand waits in the air. I take it and squeeze with a firm shake, hoping I have at least one friend now.
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Elijah and I find the others as the sky changes from gray to deep indigo. They are settled in a small clearing a little way off the highway. A fire blazes in the center and dinner is ready. Baked beans and canned corn. A “dinner of champions” Elijah calls it, a wry grin on his face. It’s the first time I’ve seen him smile, and it makes him look younger, boyish even. 


Including Elijah and his sister, there are 14 people in the group…if I count myself, 15. Among the ones I don’t know are eight women and four men, all older than me and Elijah. I dared to ask him a few questions while we walked and one of the things I learned is that Elijah is 19. I don’t know my exact age, but it feels like we’re around the same.


I keep a little distance from everyone while we eat, until Imah insists she take a look at me. Aside from the wound where my tattoo is, I’ve only a few minor cuts and burns. The rest of my body is unscathed. Inside my head is a whole different story. 


It’s terrifically dark out here with power out in most places and the sky obscured by clouds and smoke, so we sit close to the fire despite the warmth of the air. During my careful prying, Elijah informed me it’s late May, but it feels more like a warm, humid July. Perhaps an after-effect of the cloud of ash from the attacks or climate change in general, it’s hard to know for sure. 


It’s strange how I know about things like climate change and have expectations about what the weather should be like this time of year, but I know nothing about what to expect of myself. My behavior is as foreign to me as a new language. Thinking about languages sets off a conversation in my head, in Mandarin of all languages. It’s in a man’s voice, and one-sided like he’s on the phone. And I understand every word of it! 


The distraction of this latest revelation, keeps me from wincing while Imah works on cleaning and spreading antibiotic on my wounds. She’s been chatting about how everyone in the group resides in a small community in upstate New York. They live almost totally off-grid, growing much of their own food and using solar and wind power for electricity and heat. I try to pay attention to her instead of the noise in my head.


“It makes us better equipped to deal with disasters like this,” she explains. “We have our own supplies that can travel with us.” She gestures to the backpacks full of food and medical kits spread around the fire. 


“Did you come to the city to try and help after you heard about the attacks?” I ask.


“No.” Her lips are pursed in a displeasure that seems to stem from more than the shitty situation we’re all in. “We were in the area already.” She doesn’t elaborate and her face closes off behind a mask of indifference.


I’m hungry to know what’s behind the change in her mood, but I sense it’s not the time to press too hard, so I keep my mouth shut.


Imah holds onto my hands, though she’s done tending to them. “It’s a miracle.” 


“What is?” I ask.


“You, here and alive.”


“Mmmm,” is all I say and turn my gaze to the fire.


“Things are likely to get worse before they get better, but we’ll endure,” she says, her lips pursed with determination. “Elijah says you’re experiencing memory loss. How much do you remember?” She shines a flashlight in my eyes, staring deeper into them than I’m comfortable with.


“Nothing of the attacks,” I admit in a pained whisper. “And there are still gaps in my recent memory.” A total understatement, but I’m not about to admit I can only remember a few snatches of my past.


“Head trauma, likely only temporary.” Her diagnosis sounds very official, and I wonder who this unpresumptuous woman really is. What secrets is she hiding? She merely pats my hand affectionately and smiles, her eyes crinkling at the edges. “We’ll take good care of that head and before you know it, you’ll be reciting the bedtime stories your mom used to tell you.” 


She putters off to the other side of the fire. I’m left thinking about the memory of my mother and George. Aside from the snatches of the inferno in my nightmares, it’s my only memory and I should want to hold on to it with every bit of my deadly grip—the deadly aspect a fact I’m not ready to think about too closely. I’m torn between wanting to remember it all and wanting to banish the few memories I have to the place where the rest of my past is.


I remain on the outskirts of the group, not really belonging here…or anywhere. Being around this many people who all know each other is overwhelming. Besides Imah and Elijah, only one, Tony—5’ 6” and 180 pounds—spares me a glance, more a glare really. He mentioned earlier, his voice filled with contempt, how most of the people traveling on the highway gathered at a rest area for the night. He called them “indoor, power-dependent people.”


The thick air is oppressive, the lingering stench of stale fire mixing with the scent of the fire the off-gridders set up. I run my fingertips in the grass, but the ashy texture feels all wrong. How much of the world is covered in ash? I sigh so quietly I’m not sure it makes a noise.


I’m still a little weak on my feet, but the headache has subsided. I could slink away and escape into the darkness if I wanted to, try and find someone or somewhere I know. I have a feeling I’d have no trouble taking care of myself, so long as I don’t pass out again. But where would I go? From what I’ve overheard, New York City is a mess, nothing to go back to there. 


Nervous energy crackles around the others like embers popping in the flames. Firelight dances on their features as I eavesdrop in plain sight. Tony is fiddling with an old shortwave radio. My gaze flits to Elijah and lingers. My almost friend. He smiles when he notices, and I quickly glance away.


He comes and sits next to me, heat radiating off his body. It warms my skin, but not my insides. He remains quiet, but it’s an amicable silence. I concentrate on his soft breathing instead of the conversations around the fire. Unintentionally, I’ve matched my breathing to his, making it indistinguishable to anyone who might be listening for it. I marvel at the things my body does by instinct, how at odds they feel with what a girl my age—late teens I’ve decided, though I’m not positive about that—should be doing.


“They should be sadder,” he mumbles.


I keep silent. I’m not the kind of girl who needs to fill the empty spaces with chatter, a little piece I have learned about myself. You can learn a lot by letting people talk. A laugh from nearby stabs our solitude.


“So much destruction,” he whispers.


“I know,” I whisper back. “What are they so happy about?” I jerk my chin toward the others.


Elijah’s intense gaze indicates there’s a lot more going on in his head than he’s telling me. Like with Imah, I don’t press him. We’re all entitled to our secrets, even the ones we keep from ourselves.


He rubs his hands together, like I make him nervous. I should make him nervous.


“The president,” he finally says. “He’s speaking again tonight. Tony’s trying to find it on the shortwave.”


My skin prickles. I doubt the president’s speech will give the gritty details, but I may be able to glean an important piece of information out of it, something that will help me figure out what’s next. “They’re probably just eager to hear the latest news.”


Elijah only nods, and then a hush falls over the group. 


“Elijah, get over here,” Tony demands. “It’s starting.”


Elijah nods for me to join him, and I gladly oblige. I want to catch every word the president has to say. 


Raucous music blares from the radio, more fit for a game show than a presidential address. Then a raspy female voice says, “Cheryl Dare here, hijacking your airwaves along with my expert technical team.”


An outcry of dismay circles around the fire. 


“Are you kidding me?” Tony shouts. “How the hell did she manage…?”


Elijah notices my confused look and whispers, “She’s a radio D.J., a shock jock who does outrageous stunts for the ratings.”


Crap. I’ll give myself away if I don’t better hide my confusion over things I should probably know. Then again, how many people my age listen to the radio? Maybe I haven’t given as much away as I fear.


“Shhh,” hisses Imah. “I want to hear this.”


Everyone immediately falls silent.


“Don’t worry, my fellow Americans,” says Cheryl Dare over the radio. “I’m not here to keep you from listening to the president. No, I’m here to let you all know I’m here for you. I’m outraged by these attacks. I mourn with you. If you need help or are looking for a loved one, call me and my team if you can. We’ll do what we can to help you out. And I’ll be popping in with important information as it becomes available. I was once your source of entertainment, and I hope to be that again one day soon, but for now consider me your source of information.”


The group is silent, soaking in every word.


“My team and I are headed to Washington, D.C.,” she continues. “We want answers, we want our voices heard. We’ll be heading up a rally there soon, once enough people can get there to call it a rally. We’re giving people at least a week to arrive if you want your voices heard. Join us if you can.”


She gives a phone number people can call and also offers several locations from New York to D.C. where people can leave notes if phone isn’t an option. Screeching feedback cuts her off, followed by static. 
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Everyone at the camp waits in silence for the shortwave to offer more. Finally, muffled voices break into the static, and a voice says, “Ladies and gentleman, President Reynolds.”


There’s a brief pause before the president speaks. “Thank you.” He clears his throat rather loudly. “This has been a terrible, terrible time in our country. As president, I inherited a weak country militarily, and I’m sad to say that the worst of what I believed could happen has happened. I did as much as I could to strengthen America but have been blocked in many of my efforts. And because of this many thousands of American lives have been lost in these terrorist attacks. Billions of dollars of damage has been done to our infrastructure.”


How many exactly is many thousands? The words echo in my head over and over again. My lungs search for air, but it’s like I’ve been plunged into a cold lake and can’t figure out which way is up. I push the panic away before it becomes too much and find a calm center.


Static from the radio pops in tune with the fire. The air is thick with the quiet of the people around me, their concentration all focused on the radio. 


“I have been gathering information and making swift decisions,” he continues in what sounds like a very rehearsed tone. “It is important now more than ever for all the citizens of our great nation to remain peaceful and civilized. This is very, very important. If you have a home that is safe and secure, stay there. The national travel ban remains effective until further notice. If you don’t have anywhere to go, short-term shelters are being set up in public schools and buildings. The military, the National Guard, and FEMA are heading to areas to distribute food, water, and aid.”


He goes on for a few minutes, detailing more specifics about how the citizens of the country are to proceed over the next days and weeks and how supplies will be delivered and distributed. This information I can handle without a panic attack. His speech has a hypnotic effect on me. His voice is more than familiar; I recognize it. It taps away at my brain, slowly dislodging something in there I’ve hidden away. 


Then the president pauses and frantic voices rise in the background over static. It startles me out of the hypnotic state, chasing away whatever memory was trying to surface. My whole body tingles with anticipation. 


A murmur rises from the off-gridders. Tony yells, “Shut up!”


“I’m sorry for the interruption,” the president says. A subtle shift in tone, a strength to his voice stokes a fire in me. “We now know that our highly secure weapons system was hacked. It was—” he pauses as if for dramatic effect “—our own military weapons that were launched and detonated on our cities.”


A collective gasp runs through the camp. One woman breaks down in sobs, and several others look like they’re fighting back tears. Tony stands and hulks over us all. He sneers and cracks his knuckles, like he will single-handedly take on whoever did this. 


And I feel nothing. I’m quite literally numb, my skull and fingers tingling with shock.
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