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For all at last return to the sea—


to Oceanus, the ocean river, like


the ever-flowing stream of time,


the beginning and the end.


—RACHEL CARSON, The Sea Around Us






They’re playing our song.


Can you see the lights?


Can you hear the hum?—


—ISRAEL NEBEKER, “3 Rounds and a Sound”
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THE OCEAN SENT MIXED SIGNALS.


It loved your precious heart; it meant to kill you.


The Pacific had given Clade City a gorgeous scribble of a white-sand beach, a lighthouse fine enough to stop your breath, and waves that drummed the shore like the world’s oldest song. The town clung to the sea the way a barnacle cleaves to a humpback’s belly, hanging windswept on the western edge of America with fisheries, state-of-the-art research facilities, and seaside tourist shops. Their town existed because of the ocean; the ocean would destroy them.


Every child in Clade City by about the age of six—old enough to read past the silent T in tsunami and pronounce evacuation—knew their days were numbered.


It was the only reason Griffin Tripp agreed to hang the siren.


“It’s beautiful,” his brother, Leo, said. “Just wait until you see it.”


A siren was not the music Griff wanted to bring to his hometown. The ocean’s song was reminder enough. The distant tide sang through the brothers’ open bedroom window in brief, foggy summers, and raged on the battered jetties in winter. It whispered in the hollow mouths of shells in their mother’s Main Street collectibles shop, which, at dusk, reflected the lighthouse in its tall windows. The beam seemed to grow solid in the low drizzle and swung like a ghost ship’s golden boom, tacking in the wind.


WHOOMP!


When he’d been a boy of nine, music already deep in his bones, Griffin had imagined a sound to go along with the light. He’d lie in bed, watch the golden splash on his window, and whisper, puffing his lips—


Whoomp, whoomp—


The lighthouse was Griff’s favorite part of Clade City. It felt safe.


The ocean was tricky. Romantic. You could harness it with a surfboard. It sang and dropped gifts at your feet, some all the way from Japan—license plates, fishing floats like opaque crystal balls. The gifts were stolen. It sank ships and ate their treasure. And just as tourists harvested shells, the ocean harvested tourists. Plucked them from rocky outcroppings like grapes. Put them in the headlines, never returned the bodies.


Dogs, children. It didn’t matter.


In bed at night, Griff listened to the ocean’s heartbeat, watched the lighthouse flash. It needed a sound.


Whoomp, Griff exhaled.


Leo, across the room, would say:


“Stop talking to yourself.”


It was hard to explain he wasn’t talking to himself. He was vocalizing for the lighthouse. That sounded strange. It’s hard to keep secrets in a shared bedroom. Harder if you’re a twin. A twin who shares your full biological curvature, slim eyebrows, fingernail moons, wide lips, angular chin. Same distance from nape of neck to shoulder blade.


Also, a mirrored internal circuitry. A twin innately knew the profane sewers and dreamy air ducts of your mind. Possessed the same map and skeleton key to every secret desire and absurd belief. Like the day in their father’s truck, listening to the radio stations, when Leo said:


“Dad, can you tell Griff the music doesn’t come from the lighthouse?”


They were eleven then.


Griff’s cheeks burned because he had assumed something that—once brought into the daylight of rational conversation—made no sense whatsoever. A collection of old radios and tape decks once glimpsed in the lighthouse keeper’s quarters had conjured a belief, planted a childish seed that, untended, had developed into a full-bloomed thought system Leo had somehow been able to see and expose. It was likely Leo had just—a moment before—confronted this same false belief in his own mind, and thus felt qualified to expose Griff to their father.


“No one broadcasts from the lighthouse,” their dad said. “That’s just old equipment.”


“I know that,” Griff said, staring at his feet.


The trouble with being born second.


Leo had maneuvered himself—in utero, likely with elbows and illegal kicks and eye-gouges—to the front of the birth order, saw the light three minutes earlier, and had seemed to be ahead ever since. When Griff turned seventeen, Leo was already seventeen and three minutes.


The first morning of their junior year, in their father’s truck and on the way to K-NOW Radio, Leo was in the front seat as always. He was wearing the camouflage coat their father had given them to share and which Griff had worn exactly once. Leo was talking to their father about who would hang the siren.


“I’m happy to go up and rig it,” Leo said.


He glanced back at Griff, like he was sniffing for competition.


Griff tried to want very few things.


He’d learned to keep his sparse wants behind a set of imaginary white bricks in his mind, which he morticed into a barrier late at night, lying and waiting for sleep, sometimes still giving his breath permission to whoomp, whoomp, whoomp. Currently, two wants behind the wall. A late-night radio show, and the desire to know her better.


Would not name her, even in his mind. Not with Leo here.


Leo would intercept the thought like a rogue signal on their dad’s transistor. Her name, so energetically palpable and electric in his mind—Griff suddenly became aware of how badly he wanted those two small things, so that the police lights flashing near the station seemed to be for him—a thought crime, all this wanting.


K-NOW 1590 AM Disaster Preparedness Radio stood at the western edge of downtown, a small glass box of a building on wooden stilts. Out in the front lot, leaning on his cruiser, Officer Dunbar. The man was white, stout, and hairless as a bar of soap. Full uniform, face splashed in emergency colors.


“What’s with the lights?” Griff said.


“Look at him,” Leo said. “The star of his own tiny crime drama.”


Griff laughed.


“The story of one bald man,” Griff said, doing a voice-over.


“On a quest for purpose,” Leo said. “Searching for a killer. Or a friend.”


“Be kind,” their father said. “Think charitable thoughts.”


Charitable! Of all the words. Charity, Charity, Charity—Griff gripped the seat, put the word out of his mind. Could his father see behind the wall?


They got out of the truck.


Dunbar and his father met with an elbow bump. The pandemic had erased handshakes from the Lost Coast Preppers. Nearly the whole Junior Prepper crew was there, in the parking lot. Dunbar’s son, Jonesy, wore a camo hoodie and sunglasses, chewing and spitting sunflower seeds. Beside him, Slim. Also just starting their eleventh-grade year.


“Where’s the gear?” Slim asked.


He was summer-tanned, rubber-banded together with nervous energy. Without tools to cling to, Slim’s hands fussed and pinched and rubbed at the air. Dunbar pointed at the battered brown pickup, boils of saltwater rust over the wheel wells. In the bed, blue tarp lashed down and cinched tight. A tiny blade of yellow, shining from inside.


That was it.


“Scruggs is already on-air,” Dunbar said. “Where’s your boy?”


He was asking about Thomas. When they all turned to look at Griff, he felt a jolt of otherness. He was out of uniform. The lone jeans. Them: camo and Carhartts. Their haircuts, defined by clipper guards: Leo a number 6, Jonesy and Slim a number 3, Dunbar was a zero—the inevitable endgame of the clipper countdown. All but Griff wearing bulky paracord bracelets around their right wrists, just in case they suddenly needed an emergency bow-stringer, tourniquet, or horse halter.


Griff shrugged. Cotton jeans growing heavy in the drizzle.


The group perked up, attuned to the approaching sound.


Cherrrreeeeeereeeeup—che—che—che


“Here he comes,” Jonesy said.


The ThunderChicken—a powder-blue Thunderbird renamed for its preternatural fan belt squeal—came screeching past their mother’s shop, Shoreline Gifts, and blasting past the so-called Barmuda Triangle: the Drift Inn, the Sea Shanty, the Longhorn Pub—


CHEEREEREEREREREEEEP!


The Thunderbird bounced into the station’s parking lot. Music spilling from the windows. AC/DC’s “Thunderstruck.” Thomas belted the chorus, beat on the wheel. Smiled up at them. He’d timed that. He hand-cranked up his window and stepped out in full camouflage. Boots, shirt, pants, belt. Griff laughed.


God—were those camo socks? It was impossible to know if Thomas had done this ironically.


“Good morning, Thomas,” Dunbar said.


“Good rising, Officer,” Thomas said, squaring up with him. “No mourning here. We’re saving lives. So how about ‘good rising’?”


They did an elbow bump.


“I’ll consider it,” Dunbar said.


Thomas got away with more. He’d designed their famous Early Alert Response System (EARS) for the Great Cascadia Earthquake. It had taken months in his basement workshop. When Thomas committed, he was in it down to the socks.


“Let’s get it done,” Leo said. “Who’s going up?”


Dunbar pulled around the bucket truck. One of those long-necked service vehicles recruited to repair snapped power lines and rescue treed cats.


“How about Mr. Blue Jeans?” Dunbar said, looking at Griff.


This was dreadful.


At a workshop over the summer, Griff had successfully tied all twelve knots in a survival knot workshop and earned the unfortunate reputation of being good with his hands.


“He’s good with his hands,” Dunbar confided.


“They can both go,” their father said.


Leo shot Griff a look, like it was Griff’s fault. A sharp, snapping sound. In the pickup, the blue tarp sheeted up in the wind, a great glistening sail as Slim and Thomas pried off straps and bungees.


“Look at this sweet beauty!” Thomas said.


Big. The siren filled the truck bed. Screaming yellow. When they stood it up, it was taller than his father. Cubed stump of a base, skinny neck. The mouth of the siren was square and toothless and wide enough to swallow a boy whole.


It took five of them to carry it to the bucket truck.


“Thing’s heavier than our piano,” Leo said. “Goddamn.”


“Oops!” Dunbar said. Dunbar did not take the Lord’s name in vain.


Dunbar, Griff, Leo, and Slim squeezed themselves into the bucket, which was like a high-walled white garbage can.


“Couldn’t we have gotten a crane?” Slim asked.


“The crane’s down at the deuce,” Dunbar said.


Highway 2 carved delicate switchbacks eastbound through the Coast Range—the only way out of town. For years, it had been shedding pavement the way a dying glacier calves ice, losing great chunks of itself in flash floods and mudslides—described in Clade City parlance as “dropping a deuce.”


The bucket truck jerked as it rose, wobbling, into the air. The siren slipped in Griff’s hands. Top-heavy. Griff and Leo shouted, pulling it back upright.


“Why are we doing this?” Griff said. “On the first day of school?”


“That’s why,” Dunbar said.


He pointed south down the coast, to the Ruins. Though the ocean took regular nibbles of beaches and tourists—that was the time it took a bite. In 1964, the most devastating tsunami in US history made landfall in Clade City. Ocean waves got to 150 feet. Over a dozen people died.


That had been nothing. The big one, they’d been told, would knock San Francisco’s bridges into the sea. Make Seattle skyscraper stew. Claw every small, scrappy town from the Pacific Coast. Flick Clade City from the map like a crumb hanging on the corner of God’s Mouth.


“Get her up, boys!”


Without a crane, they had to lean way out. The slipping center of gravity made the bucket tip. Griff’s stomach sloshed, flipped. He stepped wrong. His foot screamed under the weight, slipped with a squeal, and the whole yellow monster canted left, numb fingers screaming on the brittle housing.


“Damn it, Griff,” Leo said.


As a group, they gathered their footing. They slipped the Thunderbolt’s base over the pole. It slid home with the metallic scrape of a blade.


Back on the ground, Griff looked up. They’d stapled the bright yellow siren to Clade City’s skyline.


“Are we going to give it a spin?” Leo asked.


“Of course,” their father said, walking toward the ladder. “Griff? You’re staying down here?”


Griff nodded. He just wanted to get to school.


The rest of them climbed the rungs to the radio tower. With Leo far away, behind glass, he allowed himself to want.


He closed his eyes in the drizzle. Wet, cold.


Charity Simms. A person who understood music.


He pictured their drive home, after the show in July. She’d asked him to ride home with her. Him, specifically, when she could’ve asked Leo or Thomas. Windows down, ringing ears. Wind whipping their hair like a wild storm. Her smile made something warm bloom in his chest when she lifted her gaze from the road and put it on him. The Martian-green glow of the dashboard, counting mile markers and willing them to freeze, asking that winding highway to please spool out and become a runway to the whole big world she talked about finding—


The siren shook him.


rrrrrrREEEEEREREREEEEEEEEEEE


The brutal sound shaped the air, made his shirt hum on his damp skin. It was a soft noise, at first. Like an old door opening on rusty hinges. As it grew louder, the inner parts of his ears itched. He pictured the siren like a flood. Rushing through streets. Dripping from the eaves. It washed over the lighthouse, threatening to topple it.


Griff’s breath caught.


What if the siren stopped it? Shattered the old Fresnel lens, the way a sudden jolt can shock an old heart to stillness.


Flash again, he thought. Flash one more time and I’ll get to see her again.


Wanting something badly made death seem imminent. The disaster would surely happen now. The ground would choose this moment to shake and liquify and swallow him whole.


The lighthouse flashed.


Griff whispered to himself—


“Whoomp.”


It felt like a prayer.















TWO
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GRIFF CAUGHT A GLIMPSE OF CHARITY AT LUNCH—IN THE CAFETERIA’s long, tray-clattering line—white skirt, black top, and hair in loose, dark ringlets. Brown skin. Tall. It was her. Real. She looked better than he remembered, which he’d hoped would not be the case.


It made it less likely she’d sit with them.


“Think she’ll come?” Thomas asked.


In a slight smile, Thomas revealed that he knew everything. If Thomas knew, Leo knew. Griff’s cheeks burned; he had no chocolate. Chocolate helped sometimes, with a sudden rush of nausea and anxiety. The bite into a stiff, bitter bar of 70 percent dark could provide momentary reprieve, but all he had on his tray was a floury, floppy rectangle of cafeteria pizza. His existence seemed to coalesce there—hopeless, limp.


“Charity!”


His voice. Like the thought had gone bolting out of his own mouth—but it was Leo speaking. His brother stood, waving her over.


And she was coming.


Charity left a table of empirically more attractive people. Surfers, and others with unquestionable athletic gifts. She came to their table.


“My concert people!” she said.


Her posture, shoulders back, arms out. A hug, already? Leo stepped up first. When it was Griff’s turn—ah, the smell of her! It whipped up warm like July, turned the blank sky to a bowl of stars and campfire ash, ringing ears, and the buzzing didn’t stop when Charity sat. They put words to the feeling, patching memories together, reconjuring the night of the show.


“—the path, coming out like, how does this barn even exist!”


“—that was just the opening set—”


“—I can’t even talk about the encore,” Charity said. “It might be too soon.”


“Double encore,” Griff said.


Leo sang a few bars from the final song—


I can’t see what it will be—


“Stop now,” Charity said. “You are dismantling me on the first day of school. I cried for like three weeks. I almost didn’t go to that show.”


She’d come alone.


Griff and Leo had spent a significant amount of time investigating the universe’s mysteries. This was one of the greatest.


Charity Simms, a girl apparently dripping with friends, invitations, opportunities, had driven two hours to a show by herself. Griff had spotted her, studying the tour art pinned to the barn’s exterior wall. Out of context—she’d looked like a familiar stranger. Someone he’d once met in a dream.


Thomas said it first:


“That’s Charity Simms.”


She’d been in Clade City since eighth grade. Griff remembered her arrival. The glittery, shooting-star popularity of the new kid—rocketing through the collective imagination of the school—maybe she’ll be my best friend, maybe we’ll fall in love—and of course Charity had found a superior group, some thrilling lover. Griff had stopped paying attention. It was as if she had vanished, and reappeared that night at the show. It killed him, knowing the months and years they’d been sharing classrooms and hallways.


“How are you, Griff?” she asked him.


Griff looked up at her.


“We hung the siren,” Leo said, cutting him off. “Did you hear it?”


“You hung that horrible thing?” Charity asked. “I hate it.”


“It’s not supposed to sound good,” Leo said. “It’s supposed to keep us alive.”


“They actually got it from right here,” Thomas said. “Down in the boiler room. They had that sucker rigged up during the Cold War for duck-and-cover Tuesdays. My dad still remembers crawling under his desk and cursing the Russians.”


“What’s it for now?” Charity asked. “Like an air-raid siren?”


“The earthquake, mostly,” Griff said.


“And here we thought fear was a thing of the past!” Thomas said. He did a great Mid-Atlantic accent, like a black-and-white-TV news anchor.


“That camo, Thomas. I didn’t know you guys were so serious,” Charity said.


“I’m in it for the radio show,” Griff said.


“Yo,” Thomas said.


Griff and Thomas high-fived.


“You’re getting a radio show?” She smiled. “On the disaster channel?”


“Yep,” Thomas said. “K-NOW Disaster Radio, late night. Griff and I will rock this sleepy little town to its core.”


Thomas clenched his fist as if crushing an aluminum can.


“Really?” Leo said. “That’s the secret plan? A graveyard radio show no one listens to?”


“I’ll listen,” Charity said.


“Our fans don’t even know they’re fans yet,” Thomas said.


“Speaking of the siren,” Leo said, “you know Thomas invented EARS.”


“Thomas invented ears?” Charity said, pinching her lobes. Unattached.


“The Early Alert Response System,” Leo said. She stared back. “EARS. For the Juan de Fuca Plate?”


Charity shrugged.


“Oh man.” Thomas palmed his forehead. “What’s the musical equivalent? That’s like—you don’t know the Beatles. Paul McWho?”


“The Cascadia Quake?” Leo said. “The big one?”


“The Rolling Whatsits?” Thomas said.


“I know about the impending tsunami,” Charity said. “I just forgot the fault line’s special name. I’m reminded regularly—I didn’t grow up here.”


Charity was looking at them differently. Whatever spider thread of a miracle had pulled her softly to their table was fraying. Griff could feel her about to stand up and float away.


“Did you see our water balloons?” Thomas asked. “The ones that said Don’t Turn Your Back on the Ocean. My idea.”


Not helpful.


“It’s real,” Leo said. “The quake is going to happen.”


Charity looked across the cafeteria.


Past dozens of tables, buzzing conversations, two people alone.


Slim and Jonesy. She nodded toward them.


“True. But also—with every piece of camo, every hung siren and awareness campaign, you’re all drifting closer to the Lonesome Table of Scary White Boys.”


They assessed their fate in silence.


Jonesy ate his pizza with a stabbing motion, like it wasn’t dead yet.


Slim was doing what? Stroking or—whittling, of all things. Whittling wood in front of God and everybody. Griff could attest that Slim was an artful whittler, cute animals and such, but did not think his repertoire would impact Charity’s opinion.


“And poor Thomas in camo socks. You boys might already be too far gone,” Charity said.


“I may be invisible,” Thomas said, “but I can still hear you.”


“It’s just a phase,” Griff said. “Remember in eighth grade, how he wore suits and carried a pocket watch?”


Charity squinted.


“Ohh,” Charity said. “That was you, Thomas?”


“The Amazing Thomas to you,” he said.


“And the semester he made balloon animals and dressed like a clown?”


“Wow,” Charity said. “When I moved here I thought the town was full of weirdos. It was just Thomas in different costumes.”


Griff laughed.


“So, Charity,” Leo said. “How was the rest of summer? Still making music?”


Just like that, Leo cut in. Dropped the survival talk. Quick pivots. A master of the jibe—moving to catch someone’s full interest, to get himself, eventually, where he wanted to be.


Charity shrugged.


“I had a few projects fall through,” she said. “People flake. Stunning how folks cannot follow through. Do you have this problem? That’s why I drove to the show by myself. I was like—to hell with those who cannot execute a plan.”


“I follow through,” Leo said.


“We do,” Griff said. “Maybe we should see more shows together.”


“Maybe we should have a band,” Charity said.


“Us?” Thomas asked.


Charity shrugged.


“Y’all play piano,” she said to Leo and Griff. “You’re good. I can sing. Thomas, what can you do?”


“Make balloon animals and drop sick beats.”


She laughed.


Thomas covered his mouth, made a few bass thumps, worked his hand like a DJ.


“That’s terrifying,” Charity said.


“He’s got great recording gear,” Leo said.


Charity raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”


“Yeah,” Griff said. “Like a total recording studio down in the Rat’s Nest.”


“In the what?” Charity asked.


“Very exclusive,” Thomas said. “I’ll see if I can get you in.”


“He’s good with sound,” Leo said.


“Well, I’m serious,” Charity said. “What else is there to do? We live in Clade City.”


“Okay,” Leo said. “We’re now a band. The four of us.”


Leo stood and high-fived each in turn, pinning them down into the plan like spokes in a wheel he’d built. But it still felt good. He was a master of certainty. Always the one to harvest wisps of late-night dream talk and bring the idea into daylight. Leo could turn a fantasy into a list and draw the map to get there.


So he led the conversation. Set their first date for a practice.


Here was the problem: Griff had dared to want something.


When they left the lunch table, Charity was walking with Leo.















THREE
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BACK HOME THAT NIGHT, GRIFF WAS IN THE BATHROOM. LEO WAS summoning him to practice.


Da dun!


C-sharps. The call from the Knabe piano. Another gauntlet. Another contest. Griff had just finished showering. He could hear the key-strikes through the drywall. Leo must’ve heard the water turn off. He went to the mirror, thinking of Charity. How she’d walked off with Leo.


Griff wiped the condensation from the mirror and relaxed his features.


Let his brow drop. Lips fall naturally.


When he looked at himself this way—straight-on—he saw Leo.


It was a habit, making himself ugly. Griff sucked in his chin. Puckered his lips. Showed imperfect bottom teeth and a whale of a tongue, crinkled his nose until the reflection fit.


Da dun!


The sharps struck the door like thrown knives.


It was from one of the pieces they were meant to learn for the winter concert. Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2. Strikingly beautiful, playful, and equally challenging to play with four hands as with two. An extremely popular piece. So much so that at a four-hand-piano music camp, players summoned one another to the bench by playing the opening two C-sharps. Leo had grabbed right on to that.


Da dun!


There was no avoiding it.


The French doors to the piano room were open. Their instrument was a thing of beauty. An 1887 Knabe, chestnut wood, meticulously cared for, with lush golden pedals and a soundboard that made every note ring full and soulful.


Leo rose from the bench. Stepped back.


“Glad you could make it,” he said. “Ready?” They always played piano four hands. Their thing. Twenty fingers and eighty-eight keys. Their next show was incredibly ambitious. Stravinsky and Liszt. The Liszt should have been committed to minds and hands by August. Delayed due to a three-day survival camp in the Coastal Range, two bunker meetings per week, the Jams & Jellies Preservation Party, all Lost Coast Prepper commitments Leo attended with increasing frequency.


Together, they approached the bench. “I thought you didn’t have time for music,” Griff said. “Now you want to start a band?”


“I’ll start a band with Charity,” Leo said.


“You like Charity?” Griff asked.


“Who doesn’t?” Leo asked. “Have you heard her sing?”


Why would this be any different than Milena in eighth grade? Why any different than the mysterious Australian girl, Rhiannon, on the beach last summer?


Leo had the bench too close. Griff jerked it backward.


Bench position was incredibly important. Distance from arms to elbows to wrists to fingers to keys was a game of inches, and it started with the bench. Leo looked down, scooted the bench forward. Leaned on it, like he was trying to burrow a hole in the carpet.


“It goes there,” Leo said.


A famous family story: Once, on a family kayaking trip to Alaska, the burly guide had asked their mother and father if they wanted individual kayaks or a two-person model. When they picked the two-person, he shouted into the storage shed—One divorce boat!


Two people, one instrument—the same:


Divorce Piano.


Leo sat, so the bench couldn’t be moved. “Let’s play.”


The first piece in the winter show would be a piano adaptation of Stravinsky’s Symphony in Three Movements. With a full orchestra, the overture came barreling at you with blood-rushing theatrics, a giant swell of fearsome sound that felt more like climax than introduction—to Griff, it sounded thin on a solo piano, but Leo had chosen the work for its wild, virtuosic key-slides, flying fingers, and elbow-jerking theatrics.


All the best pyrotechnics on the bass clef.


Griff was left dangling on the treble, pecking out notes here and there, filling in. He got to shine in the second movement—andante. Slower. Deeper. The part in the show when Grandpa fell asleep and people went home.


When Griff brought up the Sleepy Grandpa Issue, Leo reassured him:


“The scherzo, bro! We’ve got to make them earn it!”


The final act. The Italians call it scherzo—(pronounced scared-so): the joke, the dance. Here, the twins would trade sides on the bench, leapfrogging fluttering hands to pound octaves on opposite sides of the imaginary-mirror line that split them, giving the audience thrilling, if slightly contrived, twin-bending thrills!


Griff loved playing this way with his brother. Leo was fun, but lately, he’d worked only on the overture. A gnawing suspicion that Leo would never play the scherzo with him. Maybe he only intended to play the first movement, win Charity’s heart, and leave Griff dribbling out with his tinkle-tinkle andante. Even now, as Griff took his turn with a slow, measured section, Leo took one hand off his side of the piano and checked his phone.


“Seriously?” Griff said.


“Sorry!”


“Skip it,” Griff said. “Let’s do the scherzo. Or Liszt.”


“Let’s go rock star,” Leo said, confirming Griff’s suspicion about the scherzo.


Leo meant Franz Liszt—composer, pianist, the first rock star in the world. The man who pioneered playing in profile to the audience. Stunning hair. Jawline suitable for a minted coin. Apparently, women would pelt Liszt with medieval undergarments. Griff wondered if he’d been knocked over by ancient underwear—industrial belts, buckles, steel hoops.


“Just one bra,” Leo had said, choosing the piece. “That’s all I ask for.”


Again, Leo played the opening C-sharps:


Da dun!


This was the hardest possible engraving of the piece. Between bunker meetings and survival camps, Griff had spent comparatively more time on the keys. Secret practices. His goal, to leave Leo gobsmacked at the cadenza. They played slowly. Then faster. Their first time in over a week.


The piano bench shook beneath their weight.


Four-hands playing was like call-and-response:


Are you there, brother?


Right here, Leo.


Can you keep up, brother?


Damn right.


“Been playing a lot?” Leo asked, breathing hard.


“Maybe,” Griff said. He turned the page.


The stand, thick with duets—page turning was his job. Griff, who had the song committed to memory. And when he turned the page, Leo often whispered—good. That little breath. Infuriating.


“Good,” Leo said. “Slower.”


Not tonight. Leo pounded harder, trying to compensate for Griff’s superior finger-rolls. For once, Griff was playing better. They hadn’t even reached the cadenza—the optional improvisation at liberty, as you desire—which Griff had drilled for hours. Hands flying, pounding, Griff hit his hardest arpeggio, fingers blasting to the key block and back—Leo grabbed his wrist.


“Where’s your bracelet?” he asked.


“Hey!” Griff said, shaking free. “What was that? Let go!”


Griff leapt up from the bench.


“I can’t believe you grabbed me.”


“Sorry, I just noticed,” Leo said. “You should never take that off. That’s life or death.”


“Life or death at the piano?” Griff said.


“You never know when it’s coming.”


The bracelet was a gift from their father. Twin paracords. One white, one black. Woven in a clever way that mimicked piano keys.


“Plus, we should match,” Leo said.


Griff stared at Leo. Was this asshole serious?


Griff had learned he could not win a direct argument with Leo. He must be like water. Absorb impact. Flow away from conflict. Drip down through floorboard cracks in the sacred crawl space even Leo couldn’t see. There, Griff buried his minor, essential pieces of resistance.


He told himself: I will never wear that bracelet, brother.


Griff thought it deep into the dirt.


Leo looked at him, prying with his eyes.


“Dinner!” their mother called. “Special Corn.”


“Where have you been practicing?” Leo asked, standing.


“Your mom’s house,” Griff said, slapping him on the back of the head.


Leo punched him and then they crashed into the wall, headlocked—but the fight had somewhere to go. An old, ingrained tradition to race like human bumper cars to the table when there was Special Corn involved, pinging off the hallway walls as they raced to get there first.


So that’s what they did.















FOUR
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THE NEXT DAY—THEIR FIRST FULL DAY OF CLASSES—A SIXTH-period miracle.


Charity was in Griff’s study hall.


There she was. Sitting at a four-person table in the library.


Never once had Griff received a gift from the Scheduling Gods. Forever separated from Thomas. Every potential crush had landed in the wrong homeroom, the opposite table group—but this made up for everything.


Griff cupped his face. He breathed deeply.


“Thank you,” he whispered.


A square of light fell from a high window and came to rest on her lower neck—a miraculous clavicle—glowing as if spotlit by museum directors. He walked in and promptly ignored her.


Turned toward books.


He took a breath. He must sit far away. He could in no possible way picture himself walking up to the table, saying hello, sitting down.


“Hey,” she said.


Looking at him.


Hey—the same way Griff’s father said it when he didn’t know which son.


“Griff,” Griff said.


He pointed to himself when he said it. Like a caveman—oh man.


“I know.” She smiled. “You have homework yet?”


“Syllabus week,” Griff said.


“Right?” She laughed. “Killing time. Do you like puzzles?”


Sure, he could like puzzles. They went over to the pile of games. Being the beginning of the year, everything was neatly stacked and ready. She went straight for the jigsaws.


“I don’t mess with any less than five hundred pieces,” she said.


“You’re into puzzles.”


“Just like you guys,” Charity said. “My life is mostly about survival. When you spend your life in church basements, you do what you have to. Let’s do a big bad one.”


“Well,” Griff said. “This is the stupidest one.”


“Oh yeah,” she said. “Love it.”


The puzzle, Open Water, was based on an award-winning painting in Grand Rapids. A thousand pieces cast in subtle shades of blue and white. They tipped the puzzle onto the table. The water was almost as inscrutable as the brown cardboard backing.


“I feel absolutely destined for failure,” Griff said.


She looked at him.


“C’mon now. Apply some strategy. Edges. Corners. Look for anything that stands out. Right there. Little piece of sunlight.”


Near the center, a bright sunburst struck the water. They searched for it, flipping pieces. Griff couldn’t think of a single word to float over to her. Head full of stupid synonyms—turquoise, aqua, periwinkle, azure, cerulean, another word for blue.


“What did you do all summer?” Griff asked, finally.


Brilliant query, Inquisitor!


“Went to LA,” she said. “Caught up with friends.”


“The ones who flaked on you?”


He bit the inside of his cheek.


“Some,” she said. He had her eyes now. Soft, golden. “I miss them. No one here makes me laugh like them. You know, when you just have that flow with people?”


“I do. Thomas makes me laugh harder than anyone.”


“Yeah,” she said. “I’m looking forward to laughing with you and Thomas.”


What did he say now? Griff reached into his backpack. Endorphins needed. Snapped off a piece of chocolate and placed it under his tongue. Good stuff. Melted slow with notes of berry and plum and what tree bark would taste like in heaven.


She smiled at him. Confidence and chocolate surged in the blood.


“You really want to be in a band with us?” Griff asked.


“Do you always carry around chocolate?”


He snapped her off a piece.


“Mmm,” she said, closing her eyes. “That is good. I think yes.”


“Who do you usually hang out with?” Griff asked.


Charity stared at him. “Want to know a secret?”


She motioned him in.


“Nobody,” she whispered.


“Really?”


“Yeah,” she said. “I’ve been keeping that secret since I moved here.”


“You always seem to be with people.”


“When your secret is being lonely, sometimes you need people to help you keep it.”


Her honesty pulled like a draft through an open door. He could fall straight in.


“You’re lonely?” Griff asked. How, then, could there be hope for anyone? “Will you go back to LA after next year?”


She shrugged, ran a hand through her long black curls.


“I think—it’s like we talked about after the show. I’m following the music. Wherever it goes. It’s a big world out there.”


It’s a big world out there.


The words rang a bell in his chest.


“Well,” Griff said. “Now we have a band.”


“Yeah,” she said. “I need it bad after this summer. Mother Simms’s Crazy Carnival of Church Camps. Catholic Ladies’ Camp. Lady Rangers Camp. Touchdown Jesus Camp.”


“Touchdown Jesus?” Griff said.


“In Colorado,” she said. “Jesus stands on a hill like this.”


Charity held her hands in the air. Griff laughed.


“Do you like it?”


Her eyes went still, looking into last summer.


“Parts of it,” she said.


“What was the best part?”


He offered her more chocolate.


She smiled. “You want the truth?”


“Let’s be real,” Griff said. “We could die tomorrow.”


“Skinny-dipping,” she said.


Griff made sure the words he heard matched her lips. Ran them over in his head.


“You swam naked?” he asked.


“Shhh,” she said. “Don’t boys always do that?”


“Always?” Griff said. Where had she gotten her information about boys? “Have you been in the ocean here? I wouldn’t find my testicles until next July.”


He was chocolate-drunk. She laughed.


“So you’ve never?” she asked.


“I’d be terrified.”


“Ha! The survivalist!” she said. “What’s terrifying? It’s just you out there.”


“What’s more terrifying than that?”


“Vale la pena,” she said, then looked at him. “Worth the risk.”


“Spanish?”


“It comes out in the summer,” she said. “My dad’s Dominican.”


It was the first time she’d mentioned her father. They’d talked for hours on the way home from the Collection show, but almost all about music. First the show itself—then the life-altering power of a song. How the right one at the right time could sear itself into a season. Pull you apart, put you together. It was then he’d decided to get the radio show. He wanted to be on-air, playing the perfect song for whoever was listening.


“Hey,” Charity said. “Where do you go when you do that, with the glassy eyes?”


His throat tightened. He’d gotten lost behind his brick wall of wanting.


“You want the truth?” he said.


“Yep,” she said. “We’re dead tomorrow.”


“Sometimes I’m thinking about what I want,” Griff said. “Sometimes I’m trying to figure out the secrets of the universe.”


“Ooo,” she said. “Tell me more.”


“There’s this box in our bedroom.”


“You share a room?” Her nose scrunched up. “That’s cute.”


He bit his cheek.


“Anyhow, there’s this mailbox—”


“The TOE Box!” Charity said.


He stared—did others keep TOE Boxes?


“Leo was telling me about your files,” she said. “Tell me more.”


Leo. Pilfering all their best idiosyncrasies for his own endearing purposes. Asshole! What could Griff tell her to appear more fascinating? Political coincidences? Astrological observations?


“So Einstein said ‘God does not play dice with the universe.’ It means, everything fits together somehow. From the stars to subatomic particles. It’s all part of the same story.”


“Like what?” Charity asked.


“Take the moon,” Griff said. “The moon’s polar circumference is 27.3 percent of the Earth’s circumference, and the moon orbits the Earth every 27.3 days. Also, the Earth turns 366 times each orbit of the sun. And the moon orbits the Earth 366 times every 10,000 days.”


“What’s that mean?” she asked.


“Who knows?” Griff said. “But it feels like a plan. A secret map in the stars. Hidden in white noise. If you listen hard enough, it’s almost like a voice trying to whisper something.”


Charity leaned over the puzzle. Whispered:


“What’s the voice say?”


He smiled.


“Have you ever heard of the Skip?”


“No.”


She didn’t know!


“Oh my god,” Griff said. “This is like—I get to give you a gift. The Skip is about radio waves. The way they behave, but only at night.”


“Only at night?”


A warm memory—the evening in their father’s workshop when Griff learned how to catch a song. He and Leo, taking turns, exploring the AM radio band. He could tell her everything. And then Charity was looking up.


Leo.


Impossible, but Leo was now walking into the library. That way he walked at things, like he was chasing something to wrestle it to the ground.


“Study hall together?” he said. “That’s lucky.”


“Where are you supposed to be?” Griff asked.


“Wherever I want,” Leo said. “Independent study.”


Leo was supposed to be playing piano.


“Griff was telling me about the Skip,” Charity said.


Leo raised his eyebrows. “Where’s your teacher?”


Griff and Charity looked. Mr. Michaelson was nowhere in sight. When they looked back at Leo, he was smiling like he’d gotten away with something. Please, no, Griff thought—what’s his plan? Please don’t let him transfer into this study hall.


“Friday,” Leo said. “Band practice. Thomas’s place.”


“I’ll see what the Warden says,” Charity said.


“We can always sneak you out,” Leo said.


He winked. Leo could wink with impunity. Perform shoulder touches. If it was Leo at this table, he and Charity would’ve stripped down to nothing and gone swimming naked in the puzzle.


“Tell me more,” Charity asked when Leo finally left.


The bell made Griff jump in his seat.


Time had run out.
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WEDNESDAY EVENING, BLINDFOLDED IN THE BACKSEAT OF HIS father’s truck, Griff considered Charity’s comment.


You boys might already be too far gone.


Griff was blindfolded because he was not yet in the inner circle. If you had a bunker, you didn’t tell anyone. Passcodes and encrypted maps. Acronyms like SHTF and TEOTWAWKI, because when Shit Hit The Fan and it was The End Of The World As We Know It, there would only be so much to go around.


Griff jolted in the truck, teeth clicking.


Something about blindfolds made him feel like he had a rag stuffed in his mouth. Like it was hard to breathe. The truck bent left, floating around a hairpin turn. He focused on the rise and fall of his chest. Facts.


This was okay. Not terribly strange.


Thousands of backyard bunkers in the US. There were Raven Rock and Mount Weather for government employees. Rising S, named after the Rising Son Jesus Christ, which offered basic backyard models and UnderEarth Luxury Condos. Underground dog parks, movie theaters, saunas, in-ground pools. Bunkers were the United States of America’s new gated communities.


The truck stopped, engine ticking.


“Clear,” his father said.


Griff removed his blindfold and squinted, sweat chilling the creases of his eyes. They were parked on Highway 2. At the cusp of the redwood forests, the air hung heavy, chilled with mist. They walked into a grove of ash trees, each an identical height and wingspan. It tickled the primal brain with a flutter of panic—trees don’t grow up naturally together and all at once unless something bad happened.


They walked into the woods. Sky darkened.


Leo and their father walked up ahead, talking too low to hear. They used to walk all together. Mosquitos here, notoriously small and quick, drawn to the damp corners of your eyes. A whine in Griff’s left ear. He slapped at it. Jammed a finger in. Nothing. You couldn’t catch them.


They walked for half an hour.


In a nondescript clearing, they stopped at a concrete plug in the earth. Their father got on his knees and showed his face to the camera. The bunker plug made a deep-throated click. Griff was last inside the vertical tunnel. Welded rungs bubbled up where they met concrete. The powdery dry-goods scent made his throat constrict. In a town where the greatest threat was a tsunami, it seemed unwise to descend into an airless cement egg in the ground.


Someone belched in the main room. You could smell every bodily thing.


Griff followed Leo and his father past a sign printed on typing paper in bold font, duct-taped at the corners:


COMMUNITY ROOM


The space was roughly the size of a small classroom. Bricked in by neatly packed Rubbermaids, stackable blue bricks of purified water, and sealed #10 cans that held the provisions for a survival force of twelve:




4800 pounds of hard white grains


360 pounds of powdered milk and canned cheese


720 pounds of sugar


72 pounds of powdered eggs and baking powder


72 pounds of salt


360 pounds of fat


720 pounds of beans and lentils




Survival had a powdery taste.


Griff looked into the room at the other Preppers bleached white by LED lights. He felt the gravity of Scruggs’s approaching beard before he saw him. Even post-pandemic, the Senior Prepper was a hugger.


“Hey, buddy!” Scruggs said.


Griff’s vision was eclipsed by the man’s wreath of facial hair, squeezed by strong arms and a broad chest. Griff couldn’t fathom why someone so genuinely joyful could live by himself, have so little to do. Aside from the radio station, a beard was the closest thing Scruggs had to a hobby.


“Missed seeing you at the Hanging,” Scruggs said. He chewed his lip, like something was wrong. “You and Thomas still planning to do a late-night show?”


“Oh yeah,” Griff said. “If you’ve still got space.”


“All we got is space and time,” Scruggs said. “Let’s get you trained up. Thomas, you still in?”


“Rock and roll!” Thomas called from across the room.


It felt good. Something he could do that Leo couldn’t touch.


Dunbar used a bike bell to bring them to order.


Each member took a seat in a stackable green chair: Jonesy, Slim, Dunbar, Thomas, their father. Jonesy took a Bug Detector from the shelf and scanned the room. Griff tapped his own pocket. He’d remembered this time.


“Scruggs,” Jonesy said.


“Oops, dangit,” Scruggs said. He took his phone from his pocket and removed the battery. Standard security protocol.


The first item of business was the Board—a ten-foot magnetic spreadsheet with DISASTER TYPE (Y-axis) vs. THREAT LEVEL (X-axis). Current potential disasters included:




Mudslide


Forest Fire


Terrorism


EMPs


Solar Flares


Global Pandemic


The Great Big One


Nuclear Strike


Dirty Bomb




Threat levels: MILD, MODERATE, SEVERE, IMPENDING, INEVITABLE. Being September, forest fires dialed back from Severe to Moderate. Pandemic moved from Moderate to Severe. The Great Big One never budged from Impending, and the most robust conversation happened around Nuclear Strike. Dunbar perseverated on the likelihood of being nuked, maybe because that was the only scenario in which the bunker made sense.


Griff had initially found these conversations fascinating. Terrifying, even.


They’d watched videos of nuclear tests. Like God breathing fire. Nevada palms turned to feather dusters, then dust. The nuclear flash burned shadows into permanent ink stains and turned sand to melted glass. Kilotons, megatons. The bunker felt like the most thrilling backyard fort a boy could dream up and a man could build.


Now Griff mainly dwelled on the shrinking chance of losing his virginity before the apocalypse.


“We’ve got intel on twenty-three new missing warheads—” Dunbar said.


Sitting up in his green plastic chair, Griff contemplated never having laid his hands on an actual set of breasts. The mechanics of clasps and the one-handed bra removal trick Leo had bragged about. Despite his ability to tie knots. One simple clasp. Griff’s fingers fidgeted, imagining. Clasp, release.


“—a single activated warhead can deploy a cluster of thirty-six devastating explosions, and I don’t need to remind you that this will make Hiroshima look like a game of patty-cake—”


Griff sized up his fellow Preppers. Fairly certain all of them, even Jonesy, had probably been with a girl or at least made out for a satisfactory amount of time. He felt a sudden surge of jealousy. It seemed impossible anyone would let these boys’ tongues, willingly, into their mouths. And here he was, thoughtful. Cared about music. Played piano. Yet something was apparently wrong with him—


“—the fires would be worse than the bombs, we’d get swallowed—”


Griff paid attention to his mouth. Ran his tongue along his teeth. Licked his lips. Could he do it properly? What if the Thunderbolt 1000T went off—could he kiss and be kissed? He retreated to the fantasy scenario in which the school reacted to news of impending doom by flying into unbridled, erotic abandon. Couples shoving up against lockers, on the floor, shutting themselves into supply closets, whipping off clothes as sirens wailed and the impending apocalypse counted down to zero—


The conversation moved to the lighthouse.


Griff perked up. This was important.


Dunbar had continued to repeat his idea, steady as war drums.


“We need to deal with the lighthouse.”


Meaning: convert it from a lighthouse to a military-style outpost. A long-simmering idea among the Preppers. Remove the only Fresnel light on this stretch of the coast. A two-ton, steel-and-glass miracle of engineering. Hundreds of concentric rings in a bull’s-eye pattern, visible for over 20 miles. They wanted to replace it with equipment to monitor incoming warheads, sea levels, the unsubstantiated threat of patrolling Russian submarines.


“Not like a lighthouse is useful,” Jonesy said.


“Not for the last few decades,” Dunbar said, agreeing with his son.


“It’s good for tourism dollars,” Griff’s father said. Smart. He knew the word dollars would find purchase somewhere in the slick interior of Dunbar’s mind.


“Then who is on SubWatch this week?” Dunbar asked.


Griff let his eyes go blank. Imagined little glass plates in front of them. SubWatch, as a duty, was the Prepper equivalent of scrubbing toilets. Outside in waders. Holding a giant copper receiver. Listening to the wordless thrum of low-frequency broadcasts until you prayed for someone to please just bomb the coast already.


“See?” Dunbar said. “Everyone wants to save the lighthouse, but no one wants to work!” Jonesy finally volunteered, and they moved on to assigning the three available alert tones for the Thunderbolt 1000T siren. Tone one would signify a warning for the Cascadia Subduction Earthquake. Tone two: Nuclear Attack. After a debate on wildfires vs. mudslides vs. terrorist incursion, they agreed the most practical use for tone three would be to announce monthly city council meetings, as tardiness had become an issue.


Dunbar played the three tones on his bunker stereo. Tone one. Tone two. Tone three. He played them again. Everyone leaned forward, squinting. Griff could not tell the difference between the tones. Leo and he exchanged a look like, what the hell?


“They all sound the same,” Griff said.


“They do not,” Dunbar said. “What do you think, Leo?”


“More or less,” Leo said. “Like any three AC/DC songs.”


“Oooo,” Jonesy said. The whole room looked at Thomas.


“That comment has been logged for future retribution,” Thomas said.
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