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journeyed

(from Hell to hope)

when I was lost and couldn’t find my way

through the thicket of life’s events

and I lacked the strength to face another day

in the merry-go-round of experience

...when life kissed me on one cheek

and hurt me on the other

and left me dangling at the end of my rope

exhausted, unsheltered, frightened and alone

...I found myself through a ray of hope

when things were dark and foreboding

and joy was divorced from light

and the presence of absence was all around

through the dark and perilous night

when I was weaponless against the weight of the world

...struggling for reason from dusk to dawn

and my journey was tiresome and blue

it was faith that led me on

...and hope that brought me through

-Diana Wimbish
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Ann Arbor, MI

March 19th, 2012

“So,” my mom says, elongating the word for way too long. “You’re going to keep giving me the silent treatment, huh?”

I don’t even turn to look at her but, because of the blue-hued light created by the gadgets on the console of the car, I see her reflection in the passenger-side window. She takes a quick glance in my direction before turning back to look at the road.

“Such a shame,” she continues. “You’re seventeen going on nine.”

This time I do turn, only to give her my best ‘not impressed’ expression ever.

“Don’t look at me that way, Sinta Marie Allen. I call it like I see it.”

I roll my eyes and go back to leaning my forehead against the window, pretending to ignore her. As she maneuvers through the early morning traffic, I watch the scenery as it whizzes by. If it were any later, cars would practically be bumper to bumper on Plymouth Road but, as early as it is, traffic is pretty light.

The street lights lead the way as we pass by apartment buildings. Some of the windows have light shining through the curtains, but most are darkened. I imagine the occupants living behind those windows to be in bed, asleep, as I wish I were. Through the reflection I see how sleepy my eyes appear. They’re hazel, but the blue lighting makes them look much lighter than they really are. My wild hair is pulled back into a ponytail that still reaches way past my shoulders. Plentiful, curly frizzes frame my small oval face. I don’t act like a little girl, but I could surely pass for one. In the process of picking apart my looks, I catch a glimpse of my watch and wait for my brain to work out the numbers, which are inverted in the window. Two-thirty in the morning. Ugh. It should be a crime to be up this early.

“Think about how good this experience will look on your college applications,” she says, trying to sound bright and cheery.

“I already filled out my application, turned it in and was accepted,” I say, unamused, as if she doesn’t already know any of this.

“Oh! It speaks.”

I clamp my mouth shut, realizing she just tricked me into talking.

“Come on, Shu-Shu,” she says, speaking in her baby voice, which I could ignore, but I won’t let her call me by the name she used when I was a little girl.

“Stop calling me that.”

“Why? Because you’re too old for me to call you Shu-Shu?” She snorts. “Well, you’re sure not acting like it.”

“I’m not acting like a baby. I’m acting like someone who doesn’t want to go to band camp.”

“I don’t see why not. You’ve gone for the past three years and always loved it.”

“I only went so I could add the extracurricular activity to my college application. I don’t need to anymore—mission accomplished.”

“But say, just a hypothetical here, but say something awful happened and the University of Michigan couldn’t take you anymore. Wouldn’t it be a good idea to go this time, to be able to put this experience down too?”

I glare at her.

Getting into Michigan has been my dream since I was in elementary. Our third grade class had gone to the University for a play, which one, I can’t remember. But it wasn’t the play that held my attention; it had been all the students walking around with backpacks slung over their shoulders and all the tall buildings. The campus had a larger-than-life feel. I knew, right then, that Michigan was where I wanted to be.

If the University of Michigan had been a guy, I would have been arrested for stalking him. I spent all my time on their website, looking up majors, statistics on their graduation rates and acceptance rates. I kept track of the required courses needed and I made sure to take all of them and more. I wrote letters to the Undergraduate Chair for the past five years, letting him know I was going to apply to his program. I wanted him to remember my name when my application came across his desk. At this point, maize and azure is practically running through my veins.

She knows I’m dead serious about Michigan, so her joking about me not getting in is a big no-no.

She shakes her head. Her dark-brown, wavy hair bounces on her shoulders. She’s wearing sweats, and the outfit makes her look more like my sister rather than my mother. People say we look just alike, except that I’m light-skinned and she’s darker. I can’t complain being compared to my mother; she’s beautiful and I’ve always thought so.

“Okay, okay,” she says. “I’ll stop talking about Michigan. You got in. Great job.”

Great job? I want to laugh. It had been a lot of hard work. I devoted most of my short life to getting in.

She turns to look at me quickly. “You know I’m so proud of you, baby. You knew what you wanted and stuck with it. I’m just...” She takes a deep, somehow defeated-sounding breath. “I’m afraid that you spent all this time trying to attain this goal and now that you’ve done it...” She shrugs. “Now what Sinta? Now will you start having some fun?”

I frown. “What are you talking about? I do have fun—all the time.”

“Name one fun thing you’ve done recently.”

I open my mouth to answer but, before I can say anything, she interrupts me. “That doesn’t have anything to do with you trying to get into the University of Michigan.”

Whatever I was going to say is lost. I close my mouth and try to think.

One thing... One thing. There has to be plenty things that I do. Hmm...

“See,” she says. “Sin, let this be your fun thing. You’re right, you don’t need this to go on your college application. In fact, you don’t need it for anything. Just go and have fun, enjoy yourself. You and Mia can sit around and talk about boys and about your favorite singer, rapper or whatever you girls feel like talking about. It’ll be fun.”

Oh my God. How torturous will that be?

“Mia and I don’t sit around talking about those things. I have way more important things to discuss than boy bands or anything else juvenile. Give me a break.”

“What do you usually talk about then?”

“Me getting into Mi...”

She makes a right on Huron River Drive and lifts her brow in the process.

“We talk about other things,” I add quickly. “She talks about her boyfriend Ian all the time.” I grimace. “Too much actually.”

“Wonderful!” she exclaims, as if she hadn’t heard me just complaining. ”You’ll go to camp and enjoy yourself and you and Mia can talk about her boyfriend. You’ll see, you’ll enjoy yourself.”

I put my hands on my head, feeling a headache coming on. “Why are you doing this me? I don’t want to go to camp. I shouldn’t be forced into it like I’m some baby. Urgh.”

“Sometimes a mother does what she thinks is best, for the good of her child. It’s only a week, it’s not the end of the world. When you come back you’ll see things differently.”

“No I won’t. I’ll be madder than ever that I had to endure a week of torturous punishment.”

“Spending a week hanging out with your best friend shouldn’t be a punishment.”

“Mom, Mia doesn’t give a lick about camp. She wasn’t even going to go this year either. She’s only going because Ian joined band and he thought they should go so they could spend some “alone” time together. I highly doubt I’ll be seeing much of Mia outside of the mandatory activities and, even then, her and Ian will be all hugged up and pawing at each other like lustful teenagers. I’ll be the uncomfortable third wheel—as always.”

“Umm.”

As she clears her throat, I settle back into my seat, letting what I just told her sink in.

“Well, um, you’ll have to make a new friend.”

I groan at the thought of trying to make a new friend. “I don’t need any new friends. One is fine with me.”

“Well, you can’t back out now. Your dad already paid for this trip.”

I squint at her. Talking about my dad was just as bad as joking about me not getting into Michigan.

She waves her hand through the air. “Whatever the case, the trip is paid for and it’s too late to cancel, so you might as well make the best of it.”

“What’s so wrong with me wanting to stay home with you?” I ask desperately, as we turn up the driveway leading to the back parking lot of our school. “I can help you out in the clinic this week. Wouldn’t that be fun? We can just turn around right here. We don’t even have to pull all the way in.”

As we draw nearer to the charter coach that members of the band spent most of the first semester fund-raising to get, my heart flutters. If I can't convince her now, I’ll be stuck on that bus for sixteen hours singing songs like Kum ba yah and being forced to watch Mia and Ian make out.

“Please mom,” I say, whining. “I really don’t want to go.”

“Sinta, you know I love it when you help me out, but this conversation is getting old. We’ve been going round and round like this for months. You’re going, end of story.” She pulls into an empty parking space and turns off the car. “I’ll help you with your things,” she says, popping the trunk.

Feeling defiant, and with nothing else to lose, I cross my arms and don’t move. She opens her door and gets out. I hear her saying good morning to some of the other parents and kids, but I don’t budge.

I recognize the kids passing my car with their bags either in their hands or over their shoulders. Some look my way and smile. Some even wave enthusiastically. All are in grades below mine. With this being my senior year, I don’t expect many others from my class to be here. Like I told my mom, band camp isn’t needed for anyone’s college application, especially since most of us seniors applied for college last summer or during the beginning of first semester. Besides Mia and Ian, I expect to be hanging around a bunch of younger kids.

Through the side mirror I see my mom coming up to my door. I quickly lock it. Childish? Yes.

She raps on the window and, when I don’t answer, she raps again, this time faster and harder. When I still ignore her she leans closer to the window. “For the love of God, if you keep it up I will unlock this door and drag your skinny tail out and strangle you in front of everyone here and still make you get on that bus.”

My mom has never hit me before, she’s full of threats and they usually prove empty. I turn to see her glaring daggers at me.

The look on her face says that she intends to do as she said and more. I open the door and step out and around her. I grab my duffle and sleeping bag from the trunk and head to the bus.

“Aren’t you going to at least kiss me goodbye?” she yells out after me.

“I can’t. I need to hurry. I don’t want the fun to start without me.”

“Sinta!”

Without turning I raise my hand in the air, saying bye. Of course she’ll be mad for a little while, but then she’ll start missing me. I’m her only daughter and she forced me to go on a trip I didn’t want to take. I think by tomorrow afternoon she’ll be calling the camp to check up on me.

I set my things next to the other bags on the ground by the side of the bus and climb the stairs. I only stop briefly to see if Mia has made it yet.

Yep.

She and Ian are huddled in a back seat, kissing.

Lovely. The fun is starting already.

I walk down the aisle, passing ninth and tenth graders. Closer to the back are the eleventh graders and, taking up the last three rows, the twelfth graders. Myles Jackson or MJ as he’s called and Shayla Day have a seat across from Mia and Ian. Seeing MJ surprises me, because he’s a jock and the number one football prospect from Michigan. He doesn’t need band camp to go on any application. Michael and Aaron take up another seat, with MJ’s best friend Eric and his girlfriend Melissa across from them. Then there’s Daniel and Andrew taking up a seat, and across from them is an empty one.

“We saved you a seat,” Mia says, pulling her mouth away from Ian’s long enough to talk and breathe.

“Thanks,” I say sliding into it. I put my ear buds in and pull the hood of my Huron Band sweatshirt over my head.

Just as soon as I close my eyes I feel the dip in my seat. Opening one, I peek to catch a glimpse of Wade Hill squeezing into the seat next to me.

“Sorry, Sinta,” he says, after settling in. “I asked Mrs. Franklin for my own seat but she told me there wasn’t enough room. Mrs. Burgess told me to sit next to you, since you’re so skinny.”

I close my eyes. This is a punishment.

I hear the creak of the door closing and, after a few minutes, the bus begins to move.

“Testing, testing,” Ms. Burgess’ voice projects over the loud speaker. She’s the new young teacher who just started teaching at our school this year. “How about I sing everyone a nice little lullaby to get you all to sleep, hmm?

Oh. My. God.

“Can someone please tell her she isn’t auditioning for American Idol,” I mutter.

Wade laughs. His meaty arm brushes up against mine as he does.

Let the fun begin.
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Somewhere in Buford, Georgia

April 14th, 2012: Day 23

F’ing alien invasion.

I couldn’t have made this up in my worst nightmare.

The sound of metal against metal causes me to glance up. There’s an old billboard, with a picture of a woman wearing a suit standing next to a red car on it, being battered by the wind and rain. She has her hands on her hips and wears a broad smile. “Wouldn’t you like to own one of these?” is written across the top. And I can’t help but wonder if that woman is still alive. I can only guess that from the way the billboard is moving it has to be hanging on by just a couple of screws. One good gust and it’ll fall to the ground. Because I don’t want it to fall on me, I step to the side, making sure that I’m no longer directly under it.

In the distance dogs bark and howl. Since their owners aren’t around to take care of them anymore, they’ve formed packs. Their owners aren’t around for a number of reasons. One could be that they’ve left, gone into hiding from the aliens or, two, the aliens had killed them. The streets are practically littered with bodies. Sometimes when we pass these dogs, a couple of them stop and assess us, and I swear they have a look of sadness in their eyes. And those times I don’t know who I feel sorrier for, the dogs or the people who left them. But I can’t blame anyone for taking off and leaving as soon as the aliens had come. It wasn’t like there was much planning that could have been done when they showed up.

It happened the third morning of camp, and I woke up to all hell breaking loose. Alien space ships hovered over New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, Miami, Boston, Washington, Detroit, Houston, Atlanta, Phoenix, San Diego, Seattle, St. Louis and Baltimore, just to name the cities in America, and it seemed as if there wasn’t anything the government could have done about it. When the mother ships opened, spewing smaller ships and began to rain bombs down on everything, it was confirmed—we were screwed. So, with camp officially over, the Camp Director and local staff high-tailed it out of there and our charter bus never returned to pick us up. In a word, we were stranded.

Our band teachers, Mr. Steinberg, Mrs. Franklin and Ms. Burgess had us all pack up our belongings, whatever we could carry, and we set out, forty students in all, toward Michigan, with a plan of following the major highways to get there. The teachers thought we would make it home in about a week and a half, but what they hadn’t taken into consideration were the many obstacles we had to overcome.

Mrs. Franklin and Mr. Steinberg are in their late sixties, can’t walk very fast and get tired easily. Luckily we didn’t need to worry about Ms. Burgess because she’s younger, only in her early thirties. Another obstacle was the complete destruction of everything around us. We had seen some of the damage on the camp television before the power went out, but we hadn’t known it was as bad as it actually was. City streets were uprooted, highways were no more and cities and towns we passed through were nothing but rubble. The non-stop walking was hard enough, but add climbing over bricks and blocks of pavement and it became treacherous. Four of the guys had to stay by Mr. Steinberg’s and Mrs. Franklin’s sides just to help them. But I can’t blame our slow progress solely on them. With more than forty people trying to travel together, we had more than our fair share of arguments and fights.

But no matter how intense the fight was, the moment we heard the whiz of a ship in the sky, we all took our cue and ran for cover. These odd-appearing space ships weren’t flown by humans, they were alien occupied. Although we hadn’t seen the aliens in the flesh—lucky for us—they patrolled the sky with fervor. We could bet on hiding from their ships at least twice a day. We could only imagine where they were going, where they were coming from or what was in them.

When we finally reached Atlanta and saw, with our own eyes, the mother ship sitting above it, looking like a cimmerian moon, the teachers decided they had to come up with another plan. For one, we couldn’t trek our way up the interstate and, two, we had to stay away from major cities. That’s when we came to the realization our march back to Michigan wasn’t going to be as straightforward as we originally thought, but it still didn’t deter us. It only forced us to change our plan. We needed to be more stealthy—which was going to be hard, with the amount of people in our group.

It was there the teachers also came up with the scouting plan. Two students would leave at five every morning and head north, avoiding high-traffic areas—meaning other people, what used to be roads, and mainly the aliens. The scouts carried pedometers to clock the miles walked. If anyone ran into aliens or someplace where it appeared aliens had been, the scouts would find different routes.

The idea was to scout out roughly twenty alien-free miles and then return to wherever we had made camp for the day. Then, when the night fell, the scouts led everyone else back on the same route taken earlier. It’s been working this way, but was grueling on the scouts. Especially since the teachers only trusted this job to the seniors.

This is my second time on scout detail and my second time with Wade Hill. The first time we’d gone out we didn’t get far because Wade was heavier and slower then. Because of him we were only able to scout seven miles and he struggled to make it back from that short walk.

This time we only covered about fifteen miles before Wade wanted to turn back. I wanted to cover more, but he said we had gone far enough. I think the downpour of rain was the real reason he wanted to stop. On top of that, it’s cold and chilly. I’m miserable, but I could have gone farther. The only reason I hadn’t pushed the issue was because I could hear him wheezing, even from five feet behind me.

Another failed scouting mission.

Fat rain drops come down so hard my face and body feel as though I’m being pelted with rocks. How the bun Mia put in my hair this morning is still holding up is a wonder to me. I’ve learned to embrace her messing with my hair, since I didn’t need it in my way. It’s long, going well past my bra line, and is a mop of waves and curls. Some strands are red, some blonde, but mainly light brown. It’s a hodge-podge of my African-American and Caucasian heritage.

Some say it’s unique, just like me, while I find it too cumbersome to be bothered with. So every morning I grit my teeth as she rakes through it, twisting it into a tight bun or braid down the middle of my head. This is a necessary evil, as I equated survival to being able to see where I’m running to and what I’m running from.

I pull the hood of my sweater up over my head. It’s soaked and dripping water, but at least it’ll stop the rain from pelting my head. I shiver as a chill runs through me. Packing my parka would have been a good idea, but with limited room in my backpack, it hadn’t made the list—something I’m regretting right about now.

We make our way through an open field, which makes me uneasy. Without protection from overhead, we’ll be sitting ducks if a spaceship comes this way. I look up, wiping the rain from my eyes.

All clear.

I pull my scarf from around my mouth. The smell isn’t so bad out here, where there aren’t any dead bodies. When we we’re going through the residential areas the scarf was a much-needed commodity. The smell of rotting flesh is enough to make me want to puke. And the flies and animals feeding off of it? Urgh. I always try to avert my gaze when we pass them. I can’t look at them anymore. What’s the use? I can’t save any of them.

I hear Wade stomping through the grass, his shoes making a sloshing sound with each step. I’m irritated. I’m irritated that it’s raining, but most of all I’m irritated that I have to go back to camp and let everyone know that we didn’t hit the twenty mile mark, but barely scouted out fifteen. Michael and Aaron did twenty-five miles yesterday. I shake my head. We’ve come up short again.

This is hopefully my last time ever ending up with Wade Hill.

“Keep up,” I say, my voice coming out in a harsh whisper. I don’t mean to sound the way that I do, but I can’t keep my irritation to myself.

I can hear his heavy breathing behind me, the wheeze with each breath he takes, how dry and labored it has become, and a pang of guilt begins to surface. He hasn’t told me so, but I’ve put in enough hours at my mom’s clinic to know he must have some form of asthma. He doesn’t complain about the pace I’m setting, and didn’t the last time we went scouting either. As a matter of fact, I can’t remember one time he’s complained—ever. Realizing this, and with guilt fully formed, I stop and wait for him to catch up.

I don’t turn around to watch him come to me. I can hear his steps quicken through the tall grass. When he reaches me, he doesn’t stop, but continues on. It takes me a minute to realize that he passed me, as I watch his retreating back.

“Thanks for waiting for me,” I say sarcastically.

I adjust the nylon sack on my back. The material is lightweight and water-proof, enabling me to keep it rolled up in my larger school backpack when I don’t need it. It’s serving its purpose right now. I have it filled with a couple bottles of water, bread and crackers, thinking we would need the snacks after our long trek. We hadn’t. I begin to walk again, this time following him.

He turns his head to the side, but doesn’t face me. “I didn’t ask you to wait for me. I’m not slow. I was bringing up the rear.”

I snort. Yeah right.

I could have told him exactly what I thought of him “bringing up the rear” but I clamp my mouth shut. Getting into it with Wade won’t get me any closer to home. I watch him as he walks. Since he’s lost a ton of weight he isn’t bad looking. Some girls might think he’s even cute, if they were into the farm-boy type. He’s a hulking figure, who stands just about six feet tall, with shaggy brown hair and weighing somewhere close to two hundred and fifty pounds. Without a razor his facial hair is becoming thicker every day. His skin is tanned and always seems tanned, even in the winter time. Not the kind of complexion you would find at a tanning salon, but the kind you would find on someone who worked outdoors year round.

His jeans are looser than before and his shirt is hanging off of him. I don’t know exactly how much weight he’s lost, but what else can be expected? We’ve been rationing our food for the past twenty-three days and for the past two weeks we’ve been walking fifteen to twenty miles a day.

I glance down at my legs to see if I’ve lost weight as well. Yes. I’m wearing sweatpants, so they’re supposed to be baggy, but not enough for me to have rolled the elastic waistband down three times. But, unlike Wade, I didn’t have any extra weight to lose. I was always thin, or as my mother used to call me, her “tenth percentile” child. No one outside of my mother and her friends would have probably understood what it meant. My mother is...was...or maybe still is a pediatric nurse practitioner.

She used to fuss over my eating habits and how much I weighed because I was always at the bottom of the height and weight scale pediatricians use to plot how well, or in my case, how not well, a child was growing and how they stacked up to other children in their age group. I wasn’t growing to her liking. For some reason I couldn’t break out of the tenth percentile, hence the reason for my nickname.

I assess Wade again. He’s probably in the one-hundred percentile even with his weight loss. I’m taking a guess that his parents hadn’t worried about his weight at all. That must have been nice growing up.

His steps are slower than mine, but his stride is longer. I’m only five-foot-one, with short legs, and weigh about one-hundred and ten pounds. I find that I’m working double-time in order to keep up with him.

Maybe he was bringing up the rear?

He’s not walking so fast that I’m in danger of him leaving me behind, so I don’t worry about that. Even if he did decide to leave me I think I could find my way back to camp, since it’s only about five miles south of here.

I follow him in silence. It’s quiet out here, but that doesn’t surprise me. The only sounds I hear are the dogs some distance away and his steps and mine. Later it will sound like a trampling horde as we lead the others back through this way. But I prefer how it is right now. It’s easier to hear the space ships zipping through the air. Usually they can be heard miles away, giving anyone in earshot ample time to hide.

I keep my ears peeled to both the sky and the ground, though I don’t expect to see anyone. Running into people is becoming less and less common, as everyone is avoiding high-traffic areas or hunkering down into hiding holes. The last time we saw anyone else was a day and a half ago. It was a group of fifteen, the largest group we’d seen besides ourselves. They weren’t going home like we are. Their homes had been destroyed. They were looking for someplace to hide and ride out the invasion is what they’d said.

Was that even possible? Ride out the alien invasion? I would like to think so. Like maybe one day the aliens would get tired of Earth or find what they came for and leave. Whatever the case may be. They would leave.

Wade stumbles but rights his footing before he falls. Although I’m well behind him, I reach up, attempting to catch the back of his shirt, but end up empty-handed.

“Ouch,” he cries out in pain—loudly.

My heart skips a beat. I drop, my knees meeting the wet ground. Squinting, I look around, making sure aliens aren’t nearby to pounce on us. He’s bent over. His hands are on his left ankle, but he looks up abruptly, catching himself from saying anything else and realizing in a panic that he just yelled, possibly attracting attention to us.

I pull out the butcher’s knife I have hanging from the drawstring of my sweatpants. Still on my knees, I shuffle, turning in a circle, keeping my eyes on the landscape, my eyes searching for the big reptilian-like aliens. I don’t really know what harm—if any—I can do with my knife, but it’s better than nothing.

As before, I don’t see or hear anything.

After a few minutes, Wade tries to straighten, but immediately sucks in a sharp breath and lifts up his foot. His face contorts in pain.

“What is it?” I whisper.

“My ankle. Ow.”

Not good.

I look around warily. I don’t see any aliens rushing to get us, so I ease up just a little. I lift off my knees and crawl to him on my feet and hands, closing the distance.

I reach for his hands and try to move them from his ankle. “Let me see.”

He uses a hand to bat mine away. “Naw, I’m fine.” But when he rises, putting weight on his ankle, he again winces and lifts his foot off the ground.

“You are not okay.” I reach for his ankle and this time he puts his hand on mine and looks down at me. If I hadn’t known he was in pain there would be no mistaking it now. His face is dark red and his eyes are watery. “I can handle this,” he says, through gritted teeth.

“I won’t hurt you. My mother is a nurse.”

He grunts, but let go of my hand. “That doesn’t mean you know what to do.”

I lower myself to a knee and lift up his dripping pant leg to assess his ankle. It’s wet, with lines of dirt on his red and swollen skin. “Yeah it does. I’ve been helping her out in the clinic since I was seven. I can take care of a twisted ankle.” I touch lightly around his skin, making sure I don’t feel any protruding bones. Feeling none, I pull away.

“Is that the diagnosis? Twisted ankle?”

I sit back on my heels. “That’s what it looks like. We’ll have to take it slow. We don’t want to aggravate it.” Which means it’ll take us longer to get back to the others and we’d have to stay put for the night. I take in a deep breath. We just added another day to our journey home.

He turns and tries to walk away from me but it appears more like hobbling. “You can run ahead and tell everyone that I’m coming. I’ll be back well before darkness falls.”

I humph. As far as I’m concerned, darkness fell the minute the aliens came.

He waves his hand through the air. “Go on. Make sure everyone knows we can still leave on time.”

Rising, I don’t concern myself with the mud stains on my knees. Those stains will blend in with the rest of the dirt and grime. In two strides I’m by his side, lifting up his heavy arm and putting it around my shoulder. He tries to protest and pull away, but I don’t let him go.

“That’s not what I’m going to do. We’re supposed to split up only if you’re down and can’t move. And only then can I leave you and return with help,” I say, reciting the rules that we heard every morning before a new scouting team went out for the day.

He peers down to me, scowling. His piercing gray eyes flicker with disappointment. “You can’t hold me.”

I adjust my body under his weight. “Think of me as a crutch. We’ll be back in no time.”

He takes a step and limps, leaning on me. He’s heavy, but I do my best to hold him up.

“I thought I was the crutch. Isn’t that what you called me?”

Argh. I did. When we returned from our first scouting mission. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it.”

He limps along with me helping. “You did, but it’s okay. I was...still am.”

“No. It wasn’t nice. I was frustrated. I just want to get home.”

“Me too.”

I realize now that I don’t know much about him, although we’ve had band together since the sixth grade. To me he’s always been “Big Wade”, the tuba player.

“Do you think your family survived?” I ask.

“I know they did.”

“You sound so sure.”

“I am. We’re hunters. We can survive this.”

He says “this” as though it’s just a mere power outage or something else we’re used to dealing with.

“So you mean to tell me that you know how to hunt and we’ve been eating stale bread for two weeks?” I say, trying to lighten the mood.

He grunts and presses down on me. My legs shake under his weight. “This isn’t going to work.”

He tries to stop but I won’t let him. I nod toward the trees up ahead. “You can make it to the trees. I’d feel better if we got out of the open.”

He straightens and keeps going. He can do it, but he’s having a hard time, his breaths coming out strained and hard. We make it to the trees but he passes some. I don’t say anything as he continues on, into the thick of them, until finally he stops. He lifts his arm from my shoulder and leans back against one. His face is redder and I can tell he’s holding his breath.

I drop to the ground to view his ankle again. He doesn’t complain this time. I’m not happy with what I see. It’s still red and more swollen than before. There’s no use in getting angry or worked up about our time or progress. We won’t be going anywhere anytime soon.

“We’ll have to rest here.” I glance at my watch. One-thirty p.m. “We can take a breather for an hour to let the swelling go down and start again.”

“No, you know the rules. I’ll stay here while you go for help.”

I know the rules but leaving him alone out here doesn’t seem right. But I can’t help but think I would have easily done it three hours ago, when my irritation with him was at its peak.

“Not hap’n cap’n.” I say the words my mother says when she doesn’t agree with a choice I was making.

“Sinta, go on. You’re a fast runner. I’ve seen you in track. You can get help and be back here within the hour.”

He’s right. I run the one hundred meter dash in ten-point-five seconds. It’ll take me no time at all to cover the five miles, and getting someone to come back with me won’t be a problem. There are a couple of guys that can easily hold Wade’s weight.

“Alright.” I rise and look around for something to cover him with. “We’ll need leaves.”

He pushes off the tree to try and help me, but I stop him with a hand. “Stay there. I can find some.”

Thump! Thump! Thump!

The rapid succession of noise penetrates the quietness.

I drop low to the ground. “What the hell is that?”

Wade eases slowly down the trunk of the tree “I don’t kno—”

Thump! Thump! Thump!

My heart seems to crash against my ribs in time with each thump. It sounds so close.

I scramble closer to the tree, almost hugging it.

I glance at Wade, wondering what we should do. He’s just as scared as I am, but his fear is more controlled. I’m poised to bolt away, but he isn’t. It takes me a second to remember.

“Your ankle. How will we run?”

“It’s not near us,” he says calmly.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

“See?”

He’s right. It’s loud, but it isn’t close.

I still don’t let up my grip on the tree. “Jesus. I almost peed on myself.”

“Well, I for one am happy that you didn’t. There’s nothing like the scent of scared piss to make the predators all excited.”

“I’m not scared,” I say, defending myself, although I swear he can see my body shaking.

“It’s okay to admit when you’re afraid. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

I pretend to rise. “If I was scared I wouldn’t be going to see what that noise is, now would I?”

He reaches out, grabbing onto my arm tightly. “The hell you are.”

I give him a sideways glance. “It was a joke.”

He rolls his eyes, releasing me. “Hardy-har-har. Not very funny.” He blows out a breath. “It sounds like its coming from the direction of camp.”

“You don’t think...” I stop right there. I don’t even want to form the words.
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Chapter Two
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After hearing the ominous noises, the plan for me to run back to get help is nixed. We don’t know what is out there and where the noise is coming from. For all we know it could be gunfire, but whether from humans or aliens is what we don’t know.

I help Wade move deeper into the trees. The canopy of branches and leaves provide cover from the assault of the rain and, most importantly, we won’t be easily spotted from the sky. The new plan is to stay where we are for a couple of hours, let some of the swelling in his ankle go down and the pain to subside, and for the noises to stop, and then head back to camp together.

Two hours turned into three. The loud noises continued on. Just when we thought they would stop, we would hear another round.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

Sometimes closer, sometimes farther away. We sit on opposite sides of the tree, resting our backs against the trunk. He keeps his legs stretched out, with the left foot elevated on a rock that I found. My legs are bent and pulled up to my chest, and my chin is resting on my knees.

“May...be we sh...should get closer together?” I ask. My teeth chatter as the chilly air seems to seep into my bones.

“I know you’re cold, but in this position we have a better vantage point.”

“O...okay.”

Thump! Thump! Thump!

I cringe. It could be anything, but the more I hear it the more I realize it’s coming from the aliens. No one else would be that loud willingly. That would only invite the aliens to your location.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

Closer.

Cringing again, I tighten my grip on my leg, scraping my nails against my skin. “I hate this,” I whisper.

“I do too, but we’re going to be okay, Sin.”

I don’t mind that he has shortened my name, using a nickname that only my mother and Mia call me.

“That one sounded closer,” I whisper, so low that I’m not even sure he can hear me.

A ship can be heard off in the distance. Although it doesn’t seem to be coming our way I keep listening for it, willing it away.

“Yeah, but I still think its three or four miles to the south of us.”

“That would put the sound between us and camp.”

“Yeah, but I’m sure they’re doing what we are—hunkering down and staying out of the way. If the noise gets any closer, we’ll have to start heading north again.”

“But your ankle.”

“It’s getting better. I can feel it. It doesn’t hurt as much.” I hear him rustling. “We don’t have to make any hard decisions right now. We’ll wait it out. See what happens.”

I bury my face between my knees. I don’t want to think about what he means by “hard decisions”. Wade and I can’t leave everyone else behind and take off on our own. Mia is still back there. “I can’t leave without Mia, or everyone else.”

“Stop thinking like that. I don’t think we could make it back on our own. We need all the help we can get.”

“Do you really think they’re okay?”

He pauses before he answers. “Yeah.”

Does he really think that? Was there a hint of uncertainty in his voice?

“Are you worried about Mia?”

“I’m worried about her and everyone else, but mainly her. I can’t lie. We’ve been best friends since we were in the second grade. She’s the sister I never had. If anything happened to her, I don’t know what I would do.”

“She’ll be fine. They all will.”

I close my eyes and will what he says to be true. She had just moved to America from Medellin, Columbia and, on her first day of school, the teacher assigned me to be her buddy. We haven’t separated since, even though we’re more different than alike. I spend most of my time studying and the only time she’ll crack open a book is if I make her. If she didn’t hang out with me, I have no doubt she could assimilate into the “in” crowd, while I would be stuck hanging with the nerds. She has a golden skin tone, telling of her Latin heritage, and mine is a light caramel color. She’s gorgeous, with more of a woman’s body than I have, curves in the right places and breasts that can actually fill out an adult bra. If I didn’t wear a bra, no one would ever be able to tell the difference.

But I really did hit the jackpot in the best friend category. We’re inseparable.

“I don’t want the aliens to get them. And I especially don’t want them to get us.”

He chuckles. “I don’t see us going with any aliens without a fight.”

I reach for my butcher’s knife. “I’ll make a lizard-skinned belt out of one of them first.”

“Pft. Have you seen how big those motherfuckers are? We’ll have enough left over for some cool boots, maybe a hat for me and a purse for you.”

“And a jacket. Not a short jacket, but a long one, down to my ankles.”

“We won’t make it easy for them,” he promises.

“No, we won’t.”

We talk about everything that comes to our mind for the next couple of hours, trying to keep our minds off what could possibly be going on in the distance. We’ve talked about school, band and our families. I know he’s the middle of three boys,  that his family has an impressive collection of weapons, and he’s been hunting since he could hold a rifle.

I’ve told him I’m an only child. I don’t elaborate that I’m my mother’s only child but the youngest of three of my dad’s. I tell him that my mom is black and my dad is white, which he says he pretty much guessed on his own. I don’t tell him that my mom and dad aren’t married, that they’ve never been married, or that I’m the product of an affair. There’s no need to go into all of that. Mia is the only one I’ve ever told my secret to and, as far as I’m concerned, it can be one I take to my grave.

So I go on about my dad being an corporate lawyer for a pharmaceutical company and that he travels a lot—that’s why no one from school has ever seen him around—not because he can’t have anyone recognizing him and telling his wife. And I also tell him I have never held a weapon in my life. Besides band, track and volunteering at the free clinic, I have no other extracurricular activities. I spend my spare time hanging out with my best friend Mia, who is safe—I pray.

I pick at the rocks in the dirt around my feet. “What’s the first thing you’re going to do when you get home?” I ask.

“Get my weapons and join my family in fighting these bastards.”

After hearing about his family and their farm, I wouldn’t have expected him to answer any other way.

“I’m going to help my mom. I know she’s probably at some hospital. Well, maybe not a hospital. I doubt if any are still standing. But I’m sure she’s helping people somewhere.” Picking up one of the rocks, I skip it on the ground, so that it lands a few feet in front of me.

“I’m sure she could use your help. You’re good at this kinda stuff.”

I smirk. “You say that like you’re surprised.”

“I am. Sinta Allen, first chair clarinet and current record holder in the one hundred meter dash. I would’ve never guessed that you had a helping streak in you.”

“Hey, that’s not fair. I help out a lot.”

He chuckles playfully. “It’s not that I didn’t think you helped out. I just never thought of you outside of school.”

“Well, we both have secret lives outside of school. You, the avid hunter and furry animal killer and me the junior Florence Nightingale.”

He chokes. “Junior Florence Nightingale? I think that’s a bit of a stretch.”

“That bothers you and not the furry animal killer?”

“Hell no. As a matter of fact, if a furry animal passed by me right now I’d grab it, snap its neck and cook it up.”

“Gross.” But my stomach growls when I think of eating some kind of meat—furry or not. I haven’t had any in so long. “But I’ll let you teach me how to hunt.”

“It’ll be my pleasure.”

We’re silent for a few more minutes. “I’m sorry about talking mess about you before.”

He’s silent for so long I didn’t think he heard me. I was about to say it again, louder this time, before he finally spoke. “It’s okay.”

I straighten and rest my head against the tree. “No it’s not. I shouldn’t have said those things.”

Thinking back, I said some horrible things. I hadn’t intended to, it just happened. I had been sitting with Mia, complaining about how slow scouting with Wade was. All the other teams had gone farther than we had and come back quicker. I didn’t want anyone to think we were the weak links in the group. No one had said that we were, but they griped and mumbled under their breaths.

I only meant to complain to Mia, but her boyfriend Ian Harmon approached us and, as soon as he had, she started telling him everything I told her. Then he told everyone else. It had snow-balled from there, with the guys and some of the girls teasing him. I hadn’t joined in on the teasing, but I started it just the same.

“That wasn’t the first time I’ve been teased about my weight.”

I flinch, knowing he was right. It makes me feel worse. I’ve heard how the other band members teased him for being overweight and for playing the tuba. I should have used more restraint and been more understanding. In short, I acted like a bitch.

On that thought, I fling a rock through the air where it hits with a “tink” on the nearest tree.
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