
    [image: Cover: Prepped, by Bethany Mangle]

    
        There's no survival guide for falling in love.
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        Backpack

        Comfortable Clothing: Necessary for easy mobility, especially when sneaking out of the house.

        Arranged Marriage: A handsome companion for the end of the world. There's no time for love if you're the last people on earth.

        Water-Resistant Watch: When breaking curfew, accuracy is vital.

        Gas Mask: Would you risk being caught without it?

        Hiking Boots: Sturdy footwear puts the "run" in "running away".
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TO MOM & DAD: WHEN YOU SIGNED ME UP FOR A LIBRARY CARD, YOU DIDN’T JUST GIVE ME THE WORLD—YOU GAVE ME ALL OF THE WORLDS.
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1

EVEN THE CHILDREN COME TO watch us drown. Four of us line the banks of the duck pond in insulated clothes, shivering through alternating spikes of adrenaline and fear. Rays of waning sunlight speckle the black surface of the water, punctuated by ripples of movement from the fish unfortunate enough to reside here.

Dad waits for the entire community to assemble before launching into his usual pre-training speech. He adjusts the collar of his fleece-lined jacket and clears his throat against the side of his fist. “Our focus today is cold-water survival. We don’t know if we’ll ever fall through ice or have to wade across a river to search for food.”

“Right on!” someone shouts.

The cheer electrifies the rest of the group. They surge forward, as if eager to watch my misery up close. From the rear, a woman’s voice calls out our unofficial motto: “Always be ready for the worst day of your life!”

Dad shoots a withering glare in the direction of the speakers. Our neighbors shrink away, chastened. “As I was saying, disaster can strike at any time, folks. That means winter. That means tougher hunting. That means walking farther and working harder to stay alive.” He turns to us, gesturing at the colorful flotation devices piled by the bank. “During this scenario, your objective is to don a life preserver and conserve your body heat for ten minutes. The water is forty-one degrees.”

I glance at my sister as she peeks out from around my mother’s waist. When no one’s looking, she mouths, Always be ready, complete with a dramatic eye-roll and a sassy wobble of her head. My jaw tenses with the effort of restraining a laugh. Katie’s small mockeries make this tolerable.

As soon as Dad’s finished grandstanding, she rushes over with my neon-orange life vest and presses a kiss against the collar. “For good luck!” she chirps as she tosses the vest into the water. After watching it partially submerge and then bob to the surface, she prods me with her elbow. “Why do we call this the duck pond if it’s full of geese?”

I suck in a ragged breath as I untie my shoelaces and kick my boots into a nearby bush. Thick muck squelches between the toes of my athletic socks. “I’ll tell you later,” I mutter, distracted by the slow drift of unidentifiable brown goop across the pond.

“I was just wondering.”

“Line up for your safety inspection,” Dad barks.

I shuffle into position and pat my pockets to make sure they’re empty. My watch is water-rated. The life preservers are already in the water. All set.

Dad pauses next to the boyfriend he chose for me, giving him a firm handshake and a smile that shows more teeth than affection. In my family, that’s practically a French kiss.

“Really excited for training, sir,” Roy says. “Been looking forward to it all week.”

I resist the urge to smack my palm against my forehead. Not for the first time, I wonder what is so moving about my father that could make a teenage boy into such a programmed robot. Maybe Roy shouldn’t go in the water after all. It might ruin his circuits.

Dad gives me a curt nod as he examines my clothing choices. Finding nothing else to comment on, he continues down to assess Heather and Candace. At thirteen, they’re the only others old enough to participate in this particular task. Or young enough. The adults hold their cold-water survival in the river, having graduated from Doomsday Prepper 101 under the direction of my grandparents. By blood, I guess that makes me a third-generation misfit.

Dad nudges our shoulders as he returns to the far bank to observe. “Take off any extra layers or you’re wearing them in the water. The scenario begins in thirty seconds.”

I’m not sure if there’s anything as embarrassing as having a parentally selected boyfriend, but stripping down to skintight leggings in front of all our neighbors has to come close. I avert my eyes as Roy peels off his jeans and folds them into a precise square. He tries to help me out of my sweatpants, but I hop away, glaring. “Don’t even think about it.”

At Dad’s cue, the scream of a whistle pierces the quiet aura of anticipation hovering over us. Like swimmers launching from their starting blocks, Roy and the girls execute expert dives and plunge into the deepest part of the pond. I will my legs to move, but my muscles betray me.

It’s only two months until I can run away to college and leave all of this behind. Somehow, knowing the wait is nearly over makes it harder to endure this nonsense, no matter how much I’m conditioned to expect it by now. At least I’ll have a great conversation starter at freshman orientation. Hi, I’m Becca. I occasionally hurl myself into duck ponds and eat grubs for dinner. Want to be roomies?

Another few seconds pass and I still can’t conjure the mental fortitude required to willingly leap into a cesspool. The longer I look at the water, the more disgusting it appears. I haven’t even touched it and I’m already yearning for my custom-molded earplugs and anti-fog goggles.

“Becca’s a chicken!” Katie shouts. She bends her arms into mock wings and prances in circles, pecking at the air. “Bawk! Bawk! Bawk!”

“I am not!” My sister always knows what to do, what to say, to make all of this into a silly game. There’s no malice in her jokes, unlike the jeering and heckling that rises from the crowd. Dad is silent, probably considering how he’ll punish me for my hesitation.

I set the timer on my watch and jump, refusing to give the onlookers the satisfaction of hearing me scream. My skin pulls taut over my body, the shock of the sudden cold worse than any chemical paralytic. The glowing face of my waterproof watch taunts me as I sink. It takes nine seconds for overwhelming panic to seize my heart at the sight of the black, lethal nothingness surrounding me.

Driven by pure instinct, I fight to the surface and scan for a splotch of orange somewhere in the mayhem. The weight of my clothes threatens to pull me under as I break into a sloppy, one-armed sidestroke. I consider stripping off my water-logged socks, but they’re my only defense against the sticks and stones lining the bottom of the pond.

Candace and Heather float by in their life preservers, breathless and pale from the exertion of retrieving them. I clench my teeth in anger. Anyone tiny enough to wear extra-small safety equipment should not be subjected to this insanity, regardless of their age. They belong in floaties, with pool noodles and inflatable sharks, not forty-one-degree water deep enough to swallow them whole.

I flop toward my life preserver and lunge for the strap. It slips between my fingers, but I manage to keep a grip on the buckle. I hold it steady with my hand as I dip below the surface and emerge beneath it, stuffing my head and arms through the appropriate holes. I don’t breathe again until the straps are secure.

Roy swims to my side, his hair plastered over his forehead like a sheepdog at bath time. He opens his mouth to speak, but he’s cut off by the sound of Heather’s sudden crying. Our heads whip around in unison to find her sinking in her life preserver, her thin torso slipping through the bottom of the too-large vest. She bites the fabric and pushes herself up by the armholes.

“Come on,” I wheeze. “Let’s help them.”

Roy nods.

Together, we corral the girls and shove them onto a broken branch hanging diagonally into the water. Their skinny arms latch around the lifeline, their feet scrabbling for purchase against the soggy bark. After another moment of struggle, Candace sets her feet on Heather’s shoulders and propels herself higher. Heather tumbles back into the water, shrieking.

“That’s my girl!” Candace’s father shouts from the bank. “She’s a fighter!”

Once Heather clambers onto a lower segment of the branch, Roy slides his hands through my life preserver and crushes me to his chest, panting in rapid, shallow huffs. He breathes against my neck, which would normally repulse me, but the warm air is a salve on my freezing skin. “Can’t be much longer,” he gasps.

I cradle my knees to my chest and try to maintain a heat-conserving survival posture. My fingers slide and grapple against the slippery fabric of my leggings as the chill seeps all sensation from my body. “Until they let us out or until we die?”

“Not sure,” he jokes.

“That’s comforting.”

Roy directs my torso upright as I roll sideways, both of us fighting to keep my airway clear. My throat closes with panic at the first taste of the brackish water. His palms clamp down on my shoulders, holding me steady. “Drowning in a life vest.” He shakes his head, chuckling despite the fact that we’re in a duck pond, dying. “Only you.”

I squeeze my eyes shut and focus on my breathing, ignoring the pulses of pain beginning in my toes and radiating across my shins. It starts as pins and needles and evolves into a slow burn. “My toes are numb.”

“Cold incapacitation already,” Roy marvels, his words punctuated by breathless huffs. “Must be your low body-fat percentage. Fascinating.”

I don’t have a reply to that. My ability to speak, to think, diminishes by the second. The water that initially felt chilly is now an ice bath.

Oblivious to my decreasing tolerance for both the temperature and his brainwashing, Roy drones on, saying, “Really great training scenario. One of my favorites. Never know when we might have to survive in cold water.”

I fidget out of his grip and paddle a few feet away, swiping at the dirty droplets smeared across my prescription safety glasses. Roy’s frown is a hazy squiggle. I swat at his hand as he reaches for me again. “Just let me die in peace without having to listen to more doomsday-prepper bullshit, all right? I can’t take it anymore.”

He recoils, sucking in a sharp breath.

“No, no, I didn’t mean it like that.” My brain-to-mouth filter is malfunctioning. “You’re right. It’s an awesome training idea.”

I can tell from Roy’s dubious stare that he doesn’t believe me, just like I don’t believe in throwing children into half-frozen duck ponds to prepare for the imminent end of the world. Wincing with pain and frustration, I swim over to the bank and tuck my body into a hollow carved by higher waterlines. A pair of familiar brown work boots juts over the lip above my head.

“Dad,” I plead, extending a hand within his grasp. “I think ten minutes is too long. It hurts. We’re going to get hypothermia.” With horror, I realize that my fingers are brushing against a clump of reeds, but I feel nothing. “Mom?” She’s a nurse. She should know better.

Dad leans forward, scowling at my mother before she can intervene. For a moment, I think he’s going to rescue me, but he only places a foot against my shoulder and pushes me back into the pond. “You’re embarrassing me. No one else is complaining.”

“Quitters don’t get dinners,” Roy parrots as he catches my arm and hauls me into deeper water. His parents beam with pride.

I pivot onto my back and beg the clouds to reveal a sliver of sun. The chattering of Roy’s teeth fades into the background, replaced by the dull throbbing of my sputtering heart. My breathing becomes slow and labored. I close my eyes.

The next sensation I feel is Roy’s finger poking against my cheek. I don’t have the energy to yell at him for touching me. “Becca.”

“Go away. I’m tired.”

He picks up my limp wrist and holds it in the air. “One minute.”

I lift an eyelid in time to watch the stopwatch flick to fifty-eight seconds. Perhaps sensing my inability to move, Roy tows me closer to shore like a stunned turtle. The girls join us in the shallows, all of us pressing together for warmth.

At twenty seconds remaining, Dad brings the whistle to his lips and blows. Everyone else dashes for shore with the last of their strength, but I stay behind, knowing that I haven’t done my full stint in the water. I keep my eyes glued to my watch until the alarm starts beeping. “Can I get out now?” I ask.

Dad glances at my mother for confirmation. She shrugs. “Yes.”

I crawl onto the bank, hot tears steaming against my frozen cheeks. Katie offers me her arm, but I shake my head. She isn’t big enough to support my weight. When I fall, it won’t be a gentle surrender. It’ll be a demolition.

Instead, she fetches my clothes and helps me change. It’s funny how feeling on the verge of imminent death erases any qualms about stripping in public.

“Your muscles will start cramping if you don’t keep moving,” Mom says as she peers down at my pathetic form. “Come on. You can do it.”

I wobble to my feet and limp after the rest of my family, steeling my bones for the arduous trek home. Katie turns to watch as I crumple to the ground and struggle to lock my knees enough to stand again. “Daddy, can Becca ride in the truck? We can both fit if I sit in her lap.”

“No, she’s filthy.”

“George,” Mom whispers, patting his shoulder. “She’s exhausted. There’s no valid reason to make her walk.”

Dad points to my mud-soaked clothes. “She’ll get the seats all wet. What if mold starts growing?”

“It’s only for, like, two minutes.” Katie folds her arms and stomps past Dad, pouting as she works her youngest-child wiles.

“Fine,” he relents, smiling when she smiles. “She can ride in the truck.”

“Really?” A slow blush bleeds across my cheeks. The resentful part of me wants to ignore this morsel of kindness, but in spite of myself, I savor it. “Thank you.” The latter part is really for Katie and her seemingly preternatural ability to use Dad’s doting for my benefit. It’s not my fault that his love skipped a generation.

I reach for the passenger door of Mom’s old pickup, desperate for the heater and shelter from the wind. The center of the bench seat has never looked so inviting, even if I’ll have to contort my lower legs around the gear shift. Dad hits the lock and jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “No, the back.”

“Sure. Right.” I’m so grateful for the lift that I don’t even mind occupying a space usually reserved for fertilizer and chicken feed. I bounce between the tailgate and the bumps of the wheel wells, the ridges of the bed liner scraping against my spine in a violent massage.

The truck shudders again as Mom hops the curb where the unpaved trail leading from the pond juts against the main road weaving through the neighborhood. I heave a half-hysterical sigh of relief when I spot yellow siding and black shutters in the distance.

When the truck rumbles into the driveway, I’m already dreaming of a hot shower and a hair dryer, not to mention clean underwear. I slide down the side of the pickup, using the tire as a foothold, and march toward the front door with single-minded purpose.

Dad has other ideas, though. He grabs the collar of my shirt and yanks me back. “You’re grounded. And inventory while you’re down there!” He hustles Mom and Katie into the house, cursing at the dog as she darts into the yard.

“No problem!” I stand there and seethe in secret as Belle approaches to investigate all of my interesting new smells. At least half of them are goose feces.

Once it’s clear that Dad isn’t going to change his mind, I maneuver around the side of the house to stand beneath Katie’s window. Belle stomps her paws in the ever-increasing puddle forming at my feet. Just when I’m thinking about giving up, Katie sticks her head out from the second floor and smiles. “Grounded again?”

“Literally,” I croak. “Help.”

She holds up her index finger and vanishes. One minute. I count the seconds, feeling each like an eternity. She returns after three minutes with my backpack and dangles it past the sill. “Don’t tell Dad. Or Mom. It’s okay if the dog knows.” She giggles.

“Did you pack my physics stuff?” I ask. I should be worried about the fact that I’ve almost stopped shivering, but the worksheets that are due tomorrow somehow seem more pressing than my growing risk of hypothermia. “It’s the purple textbook and the purple notebook. And my pencil case.”

Katie sighs and tosses the bag onto a patch of dead grass. It lands with a thud that might be the spine of my book disintegrating. A physics textbook ruined by gravity. Ironic. “I remembered,” she says. “Geek.”

“Don’t be a smart-ass.”

She raises her eyebrows. “You said a bad word.”

“Your face is a bad word.”

“Your face is a bad turd!”

I’ve been bested by a ten-year-old. “Good one. See you in the morning. Thanks.”

I sling the pack over my shoulder and begin the slow hike into the woods, ignoring the stabs of pain that result from each step. The thorn bushes tug at my clothes as I stumble along the only clear route in a forest filled with concertina wire and antivehicle barrier systems. Belle follows, her whines drawing me back to reality as my vision blurs and the world spins.

Finally, I reach the inconspicuous clearing that houses the bunker. I crumple onto the ground and search through the undergrowth to find the boxy outline of the hatch. Belle sniffs at my cheek, her concern evident in the low swaying of her tail, her eyes that seem to ask, If you die, who will feed me?

“I’m not dying.” Maybe. I think. I heave the hatch open and kick my way across the narrow chute until I feel the ladder beneath my feet. I lean back in midair, my hamstrings straining with the effort of clinging to the rungs with only my legs. “Don’t freak out.”

I push her snout clear as I close the hatch and secure the locking mechanisms on the underside. Belle shuffles around on the surface, her nails skittering as she settles in for an abbreviated vigil, at least until the damp and the cold drive her away.

I lean against the wall, feeling the pressure of the earth and steel surrounding my family’s apocalyptic vacation home.

I’m buried alive.

Grounded.
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WITH MY HEELS PUSHED FLUSH against the ladder, I walk six steps into the darkness, pivot to the right, and reach for the handle of the bicycle in the center of the room. I slide onto the seat and set my feet against the pedals, my aggrieved muscles spasming with every rotation of the wheels. The whirring of the drive belt fades to a faint hum as I let the handlebars support the bulk of my weight.

After an hour, I’m too exhausted to continue. Even with some ice remaining on the river, the hydroelectric generator has to be contributing some baseline power. I drag myself to the nearest control panel and hit a single switch on the side marked NON-ESSENTIALS. The light bulb above my head flickers to life. I heave a sigh of relief.

Once the lights are on, the bunker doesn’t seem quite so desolate. The bathroom is off to the left, separated by a polka-dot shower curtain that’s defenseless against Katie’s noxious girl farts. Six bunk beds are stacked side by side in the far alcove, enough to accommodate all twelve of us assigned to Bunker One. The miniature nightstands positioned between them are labeled with stamped metal name tags.

So far, no one has bothered to tell me whether Roy is planning to relocate here after our supposed wedding or if I’ll have to move my portion of the supplies across the street to Bunker Two. It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to be another puppet in their inter-bunker marriage scheme, the world’s creepiest method of ensuring we have a diverse gene pool for repopulating the planet. I still remember Dad’s excitement—“Look, they’re Asian!”—when Roy’s family moved in across the street.

I turn sideways to shuffle through the narrow walkway formed by aluminum shelving and hulking stacks of waterproof, military-grade cases. Splotches of mud dot the floor behind me, but mopping would require breaking the tamper-evident tags on the water pump. Unfortunately, so would a bath.

I upend my backpack on the floor, spilling out miscellaneous school supplies and an empty lunchbox. A plastic bag remains lodged in the bottom. I tear apart the sides of the bag and almost stick my head inside in my eagerness to inspect its contents.

When a child gives you a care package for your overnight stay in a bunker, it apparently includes toothpaste, an unusable bar of soap, and a granola bar. Oh, and a dry washcloth. I’d have better luck cleaning myself with a paintbrush. “Did you seriously not pack me a bottle of water?” I yell in the direction of the house. “Come on!”

I eat the granola bar in calculated bites to make it seem more substantial. If my last task wasn’t to inventory all of this useless survival crap, I’d gorge myself on the packets of freeze-dried space food. It’s almost worth risking my parents’ wrath, but they know every item by heart, down to the last inch of rescue rope. For some reason, that doesn’t spare me from having to count it all again.

I grab the clipboard with the supply lists and start unpacking pallets, ignoring the squishy sensation of my waterlogged palms rubbing raw against the plastic crates. If it were up to me, I’d throw out the potassium iodide tablets, Geiger counters, and hazmat suits and install a television instead. Unfortunately, that’s too big to fit the five-by-five-inch size restriction on our two personal items.

One day Katie will be down here counting vacuum-sealed packages of beans and glass tubs of coconut oil like there’s nothing else she should be doing on a Tuesday night. It won’t take her long to realize there isn’t any dog food down here. I’ve never had the heart to tell her that Belle isn’t really a pet—she’s a home security system.

It makes me wonder if there’s anything that isn’t supposed to be expendable, kept around for the sole purpose of surviving, which isn’t the same thing as living. This bunker isn’t a sanctuary; it’s a tomb. If the apocalypse happens in my parents’ lifetime, will they recognize how pathetically futile this all was? The end of the world may come, the surface scorched beyond recognition, but we’ll be underground in this metal coffin that might as well be a sand castle in a storm.

I finish the inventory and return the clipboard to its designated hook. Binders full of manuals and procedures hang beside it. It’s the closest thing we have to a library down here. Real books would be considered frivolous.

I pull down the red binder full of emergency guides and skim through the pages, initialing and dating next to the sign-off sheet clipped to the front cover. It should be comforting, knowing that there are instructions in place in case anyone dies or our generating system fails to function, but it’s not. Even my tragedies are planned in advance.

Once my end-of-the-world responsibilities are fulfilled, I sit at the steel desk to complete my real-world physics homework. The stick-figure drawings relax me, reminding me that some things are constant for a reason, like gravity. As long as I don’t think about anything except for the cold practicality of these word problems, life seems simpler somehow, like we’re all just human-shaped masses being blown about in a tangle of invisible forces.

My eyelids start drooping halfway through the worksheet, but I persevere, smacking my cheeks with both hands for reinforcement. And there are field hockey players who complain that they’re too tired from practice to finish their homework. “Try demonstrating Newton’s Law of Cooling with your internal organs sometime,” I grumble aloud. “Field hockey. Give me a break.”

I grope my way to the wall and flick off the light in a half-hearted attempt at energy conservation. Between charging my cell phone and the fact that the battery bank along the south wall diverts all power to essential services, like the aboveground camera system, the lights are probably about to turn off anyway. It makes me feel better if I’m the one to do it.

Each bed is layered with two kinds of blankets. Personally, I prefer the scratchy woolen kind over the crinkly space blanket. As I collapse onto the bottom bunk, I can’t help but envision a postapocalyptic life in this place, a permanent banishment underground where the only pastime is waiting to die.

I lie awake for hours, my body numb from feet to forehead. I wish that Belle were here to burrow into the covers beside me, tucking her wet nose against my cheek as she falls asleep in that instantaneous way only dogs can accomplish. In this crushing darkness, I miss the feel of her paws on my skin, rough and warm like asphalt shingles baked in the summer sun. I know that the bunker only has space for essentials, the physical things that we absolutely need to survive, but isn’t there any room here left for love? Isn’t there?
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CRAWLING OUT OF THE BUNKER the next morning feels like being birthed again. I squeeze through the hatch, swinging my shoulders in angry arcs to free my backpack from a snag. The moment my feet settle onto frosted leaves and solid earth, I break into a sprint for the house.

As soon as I’m inside, Belle serpentines around my ankles, her eyes crusted in gunk from her solo hibernation in my bed last night. “Hey, pretty girl,” I say, nudging her aside as I tiptoe to the kitchen. “I missed you.”

I fill her bowl with kibble and clear the mess from Dad’s breakfast, moving his milk-soaked dress shirt from the back of a chair to the laundry sink. He turns eating cereal into a contact sport on a fairly regular basis.

“Can you make eggs?” Katie asks from the doorway, her eyes crinkled from squinting against the light. Her Spider-Man slippers are a gentle patter against the tile as she moves to the refrigerator and peers inside. “Scrambled with ketchup?”

“I need to take a shower.” My clothes are a mummified cast of polyester and filth. My hair hangs in muddy ropes. “Somebody forgot to give me a bottle of water with the soap and the washcloth, so I couldn’t clean myself off in the bunker.”

Her bottom lip quavers, but I suspect that it’s more of a ploy to deflect my irritation than actual regret. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” I extend a hand to pat her shoulder, then rethink the action once I realize how much bacteria must be vacationing beneath my nails. “Have some cereal for breakfast. Try not to drown in it like Dad.”

“I’m bored of cereal.”

“I won’t have time to take a shower if I make breakfast,” I explain. It’s not often that I put Katie second, but I’m not waltzing into school looking like a papier-mâché project. “And before we leave, you need to brush your teeth.”

I look even worse under the sour yellow light of the bathroom, my cheeks paunchy and jaundiced in the reflection of the mirrored door of the medicine cabinet. Inside, there are bandages and bottles of antiseptic, but none of those remedies can dull the pain of being stuck in this stagnant loop of school and scenarios, scrambled eggs and stained shirts.

As usual, the tub is bone-dry. I’m going to have to talk to Katie again about personal hygiene. She starts middle school next year, the place where nice kids get a crash course in cruelty, and smelling like a water buffalo isn’t the same thing as taking a bath.

I turn on the shower and dip my foot into the stream like a pointe dancer, scrambling inside once it’s hot enough to make Satan have a heat stroke. The steam scorches my skin, boiling away the shame I feel at this subpar body, scratched and dented like an unloved rental car.

My arms bear latticework scars from running through thorn bushes during training, my feet the thick calluses of summers spent in work boots. When I graduate and escape to college, I’m going to be ordinary. That’s a promise. I dig bits of dirt out of a scrape on my elbow to seal the oath in blood. I refuse to let this infernal town literally get under my skin.

I feel better once I’ve changed into fresh clothes that smell of lavender fabric softener instead of puddles and sweat. My phone chirps a reminder in my pocket as I head back into the kitchen and start making Katie’s lunch. I have ten minutes until the bus is supposed to arrive and my hair is still soaking wet. Great.

“Can you sign my permission slip?” Katie asks, holding out the form. “We’re going to the aquarium on Friday!”

I shove a cut-off piece of crust into my mouth to stall, the paper pinched between my fingers. Like any self-respecting teenager, I can easily forge my parents’ signatures, but I’m not sure if I can get away with it this time. What if someone mentions the trip to my parents or they see a newsletter from the school? “We’re out of preserves. You’ll have to live with grape jelly.”

I turn back to the cutting board and slather peanut butter across the bread. The permission slip sits on the counter a few inches away like an eviction notice for my younger sister: Time to leave the real world. Normal kids go on field trips, not us. There are too many people in such a public place, too many dangers, the insidious threats that haunted my bedtime stories as a child.

Katie tugs on my arm, insisting. “Sign it!”

“I can’t,” I reply, stuffing her sandwich into a plastic shopping bag with a juice box. “Mom and Dad will freak out.”

“This is why the kids at school laugh at me and say we’re weird.” She crosses her arms into a makeshift shield across her chest. “I don’t care about the dumb rules and I’m not going to get kidnapped. We’re bringing chaperones. Caroline Garcia’s mom is one of them. Isn’t she your teacher?”

“I didn’t know Ms. Garcia was going.” While it’s reassuring to know that my favorite teacher will be attending, I don’t want to become a pushover. In order to survive this place, there’s a time to rebel and a time to relent. “Let me think about it.”

Her entire body wilts like I just sucked out her soul and punched a kitten. In that moment, she reminds me so much of myself at her age, pouting in the library while my classmates went to the zoo, that I sign the slip in my mother’s looping, perfect script. “You know how Belle makes Sad Dog Face when she begs for food?”

Katie dips her chin in a slow nod, clearly not following along. “Yeah?”

“Your Sad Human Face is on point,” I say, ushering her out the door the moment she finishes buttoning her coat. “Don’t mention the trip to anyone else.”

She clutches her Batman backpack against her chest, dancing between one foot and the other as she tries to conceal her excitement. “I won’t.”

I bend down and look her in the eyes to make sure she isn’t lying. Little kids are squirrely like that. “For real, no one likes a snitch.”

It’s calming to realize that Katie is okay with these small acts of defiance, that she recognizes there’s something strange about our daily routine, even if it doesn’t add up completely in her fourth grader’s brain.

Part of me recognizes that she should enjoy these experiences while she can. It’s only a matter of time before our parents put an end to her eccentricities. They’ll confiscate her superhero posters and action figures the same way they threw my stuffed animal collection in the garbage on my fifth birthday. I don’t think it will change her, though. Mom and Dad made the critical mistake of letting her become a person first.

“Don’t make Mrs. Hepworth’s hair fall out,” I say as I follow her outside. “Be good.”

“I think she wears a wig,” Katie replies, giggling. She hugs me around the waist and scampers across the lawn to the neighbor’s house. Mrs. Hepworth deserves some kind of international babysitting prize for watching Katie every day before it’s time for her to go to school. Like Dad, that girl can make a mess out of anything. She could light a lake on fire.

I take my time as I meander down the street, my damp hair pulled into a messy bun and stuffed inside one of Dad’s knit beanie caps. Some of our neighbors pause to wave as they get the mail or climb into their cars to leave for work. Others give me a quick nod, an adult acknowledgment now that I’m older and capable of fighting alongside them against the vague, omnipresent threat of the outside world.

I swear that I breathe clearer as I approach the corner, crossing the street that serves as an unofficial divide between our community and reality. It’s strange to think that Heather and Candace would be here if their mothers didn’t insist on homeschooling them for safety reasons. I shake my head, laughing at the thought that Mom and Dad are actually considered moderate leaders, juggling a die-hard faction of isolationists against the practical need to be a part of society.

When I arrive at the bus stop, the kids from the adjoining neighborhood are already waiting, their feet stamping on frosted grass, hands slapping together. I stand apart from them and lean against the pole of the stop sign. The cold metal presses against my spine as I breathe clouds into the chill morning air. It’s already April, but winter doesn’t go down without a fight, not here in this Ohioan wasteland where even the sun shines gray.

“I hate this shit,” someone mutters. “It feels like it’s going to snow any minute.”

“Why couldn’t I have been born in Florida?”

“I’m going to die soon.”

“It’s supposed to warm up next week,” I interject. “Fifty degrees on Monday.”

The group falls silent, their mouths contorted into matching grimaces, except for a sandy-haired girl in all black, who offers a timid smile. I’ve broken the unspoken truce, the understanding that nothing of mine crosses beyond the stop sign into their neighborhood, including my words. They are oblivious and coddled, happily basking in the finality of our senior year, returning to homes full of laughter where talk of murder statistics and the benefits of hydroelectric generators have no place. I want to escape into their ignorance.

I’m so far out of orbit of the standard social circles—Nerd, Jock, Goth, Hot Girl, Skater—that I’m more of a third moon, not a planet. Actually, I’m just like Pluto, the planet that suddenly wasn’t a planet anymore, demoted and excluded once my classmates were old enough to understand that my parents are doomsday freaks. For most people, being the center of the universe is a sign of conceit, but since I’m the only thing in my high school universe, I should at least be the center of it.

“Hey, Becca.” I turn toward the voice and see Roy striding in our direction, his backpack strapped high on his shoulders, the shoelaces of his work boots double-knotted and tucked in to avoid posing a trip hazard. “Want my coat?”

“I’m fine,” I insist, zipping my thick water-repellent jacket higher around my throat. “But thanks.” It seems unfair that Roy, with his thoughtfulness and steadfast commitment to the cause, should be saddled with sour, resentful old me.

Without warning, he grabs my face and kisses me. His mother cruises by in her Buick and honks her horn in greeting. I take a step back as he leans in to deepen the kiss, coughing into the crook of my elbow as an excuse to put some distance between us. I don’t think he buys it.

“Sorry,” Roy says. “Have to kiss you or she’ll think we’re fighting and call your parents to talk about it.”

“Sounds like a bad Dr. Phil episode.” Including Roy, I guess my universe has a population of two. If my classmates are planets, then Roy is an asteroid belt, a strip of cosmic debris with the personality of a paper bag and the emotional depth of an ingrown hair.

“Loved the scenario yesterday,” he says. The worst part about having to date another doomsday kid is that we have nothing else in common. My parents called it “setting us up,” and it sure feels like I’ve been set up. They expect me to marry Roy for no other reason than it was decreed to be so.

I hate to break it to them, but even if Roy helps me in training, and sits with me at lunch, and is reasonably handsome, it’s still not enough. You can’t just throw flour and eggs at the wall and call it a cake.

My lips crack and bleed as I force them into a smile. The stinging pain helps filter the sarcasm from my voice. “Yeah, water survival is my favorite.”

“Always learn more in group training than individual scenarios. Wonder what we’re doing next time.”

Roy’s satisfied expression twists my guts into Twizzlers. He’s a sellout, a believer. “The new schedule is posted in the meeting house.”

“Been a little distracted lately. Can’t stop thinking about your birthday present.” The shadow of a blush creeps into his cheeks. “Hope you like it. Picked it out myself.”

Oh, golly, Roy, I’m dying of anticipation. What could it be? A pocket knife with a can opener and a miniature pair of tweezers? A bottle of water-purification tablets? I hope it’s another packet of dehydrated ice cream. “I can’t wait.”

No, really, I can’t wait to have a birthday party full of my crackpot neighbors on Saturday. For activities, we can make tinfoil hats and search for coded messages on the backs of shampoo bottles. We can paint each other’s nails and talk about the best way to collect rainwater.

“I’m so happy to be turning eighteen,” I say, the first truth I’ve spoken to him in a long time. Well, besides last night, when I blurted out that I think our entire lives are founded on bullshit and paranoia. He doesn’t mention it, though.

The bus wheezes to a stop and we file down the aisle like cows in a cattle chute. I slide into one of the two-seaters and plop my backpack next to me in a futile attempt to make Roy find another place to sit. He shoves it under the seat, placing his foot through one of the straps to keep it from sliding to the back of the bus.

The girls sitting across the aisle exchange matching scowls. My habit of selecting a new seat each day upsets their bovine affinity for routine, as if their heads are going to explode because something has changed on this morning that is exactly the same as every other morning.

Behind them, an underclassman I don’t recognize snuggles with her boyfriend, their hands clasped around a cell phone as they watch a video together. She muffles her laugh against the collar of his coat, planting a kiss on his cheek before turning back to watch.

I glance at Roy in my peripheral vision. For a moment, I envision us meeting in another time, as other people. Lab partners. Gym class teammates. It makes me wonder.

“Help me with this?” Roy says, gesturing to the English worksheet in his lap. “No idea what half of these vocab words even mean.”

I shrug. “You’ll have to ask someone else. I don’t English.”

“Still better than what I can do,” he says. “Math?”

“Why don’t you ask your dad? He’s a teacher.”

“A gym teacher,” Roy points out.

“Fine.” I flip to the orange tab in his color-coded, multi-subject homework binder. There are three blank worksheets inside. “I can math, but I can’t math all this math in a twenty-minute bus ride. Why didn’t you do any of this last night? Training was over at seven o’clock.”

He picks at a tear in the seat in front of us, the fake leather perforated by pencil stabs and adorned with marker drawings. “Busy. Was reading about radiation poisoning.”

“What’s there to know about it? You get radiation poisoning and then you die.”

He hands me his calculator and pulls up an article about Fukushima on his phone. His eyes glaze over as he scrolls down the page, either from fatigue or because he’s in the middle of a dopamine dump from getting his daily end-of-the-world news fix. “Not always. Just causes gastrointestinal distress sometimes.”

“Gives new meaning to the phrase ‘shit yourself and die,’ huh?”

Roy reads through the rest of the article while I try to make sure that he doesn’t flunk twelfth grade. The jerking and jolting of the bus helps my handwriting blend in with his shaky scrawl. I don’t make a habit of assisting other students, but Roy isn’t competing with me for my coveted position as salutatorian. I’m surprised he’s potty-trained.

Plus, I do owe him for making sure I didn’t drown. A few algebra problems seem like a small favor by comparison.

“Ever think about the future?” he asks as we pull into the school parking lot and join the procession of buses. “After graduation?”

It’s a very un-Roy-like question, one that intrigues me enough to lift my eyes from his homework. Maybe his mother’s been badgering him. “What about it?”

“Like”—he pauses and examines the dirt crusted underneath his fingernails—“what we’re gonna do. Together.”

“Roy.” I sigh. “Do we have to talk about this right now?” I can’t break up with someone who I never wanted to date in the first place. It’s like trying to break up with a bad cold or a stubbed toe. Still, I’m not cruel enough to get his hopes up by promising him a doomsday fantasy wedding where we frolic around in chemical suits and pick out our husband-and-wife bunker bunk-bed unit.

The minute I have my diploma in my hand, I’m out of here. Roy will end up with Candace or Heather instead. I know that he cares about me in his own dutiful way, but he’ll get over it. Like everything else that’s been forced upon us, because he has to. “I’m sure our parents have had it all planned out for years.”

“Doesn’t mean we can’t change the plan,” Roy says with an almost endearing naivete.

As if challenging the status quo has ever been an option. There’s no way to make him understand without incriminating myself, so I say nothing at all, letting the silence drift into uncomfortableness.

“Got it.” Roy chews on a piece of hard skin dangling from his lower lip. “Dropping the subject.”

The doors of the buses fly open in unison and we merge into the flood of students surging across the horseshoe driveway in front of the school. With its weathered brick facade, crumbling sidewalks, and dying grass, this glorious institution of secondary education all but screams of budget cuts and small-town decay.

Half of the letters are missing from the sign out front, leaving a once-regal Tinker Peaks High School with a name that sounds like a vegetarian heavy-metal band: Tin Peas. As an unofficial school tradition, the seniors pry the letters off any time they’re replaced. An ambitious prankster even scratched off the corresponding letters on the highway signs leading into town.

“See you at lunch,” Roy says in parting. “Pizza day.”

“Yes!” I fist-pump on my way to my locker. I’ve learned to revel in simple joys, figuring that enough of them can counterbalance the cesspool of suck that is my life.

I snap open the door of my locker, half expecting it to start glowing in golden light. This five-foot metal box is the only place that is completely mine, my bunker of secrets. The interior is festooned with recruiting propaganda for Carnegie Mellon’s physics department and colorful maps of campus. I keep the posters and pamphlets for the same reason that prisoners keep pictures. It’s a glimpse of somewhere else, anywhere else, a daydream that strengthens my teeth for gritting and my fists for clenching.

The admissions packets from other schools are piled under old worksheets. I took one glance at their mediocre scholarship awards and tossed them aside. They litter the bottom of my locker like sacrifices at a shrine. I need a full ride, or close. I need a miracle.

My stomach roils with butterflies as my gaze falls on the Carnegie Mellon application taped to the center of the collage. Their decision should arrive any day now. As usual, I’ll have to intercept the mailman before Mom or Dad can see it, but even if they do, I’m almost eighteen.

I just know that Carnegie Mellon is my ticket out of this town.

By the afternoon, the words are sounding in my head like a siren, fighting back my senioritis with reminders that final transcripts do matter. I take my seat in the front row and flip through my AP Physics notebook. Like yesterday and the day before and the day before that, Ms. Garcia rushes over to my desk and asks, “Did you hear anything?”

“Not yet,” I reply, sighing. I wonder if she realizes that I’m nothing more than a copycat, chasing her alma mater, her knowledge, her joy. “Do colleges always take forever to respond?”

“It’s only April. You’ll hear back soon. After the recommendation letter I wrote for you, they can’t say no.”

“How long did you wait after you applied?”

“I filled out my application on a typewriter,” she says. “I’m sure their admissions process has changed since the Reagan administration.”

The bell rings and Ms. Garcia springs into action. She collects our homework and passes back our quizzes from two weeks ago. An F stares back at me in red marker, circled three times for emphasis. In microprint underneath, it says, April Fools! Not funny. I waggle my tongue in her direction, giving no outward indication that my heart is banging around my rib cage like a misguided torpedo.

She giggles under her breath as she flits by writing on the board with a piece of chalk in either hand. It’s hard work keeping up with an ambidextrous, multitasking physicist. Ms. Garcia reminds me of a toy soldier, if toy soldiers had graying pixie cuts and leopard-print eyeglasses. She’s a machine that runs on coffee and surreptitious sips of the energy drink that she hides behind her desk. Her last full night’s sleep was probably in the womb.

In the middle of her lecture on kinematics, she pauses to examine the enormous aquarium that dominates the majority of the space on the wraparound lab counter. Her gold angelfish bobs on the surface of the water, its eye transfixed on the antiquated green chalkboard. Ms. Garcia paces the length of the tank, her fingers tapping a funeral hymn along the glass. “Oh, this is awful. Rest in peace, Faraday,” she intones. “You were a splendid fish.”

She plucks him from the water with a net that looks like a miniature pool skimmer. In front of her, Brian Wendland continues snoring, oblivious to the passing of Ms. Garcia’s cherished pet. She arranges the fish’s body in front of his folded hands, poking it one last time to ensure it’s not playing dead, if fish can even do that.

With a sigh of disappointment and a grumble about life expectancies, she returns to the board and writes a message in bubble letters: Brian’s grade is sleeping with the fishes.

“Don’t wake him up,” Ms. Garcia says. “I want to see how many of my classes he can sleep through. Maybe he’ll still be here tomorrow. At least he’ll be on time.”

Aiden Pilecki leans over and flicks his fingers over Brian’s head. “Here’s a little valedictorian dust for you, buddy. You’re going to need it.”

I roll my eyes. “Yes, Aiden, we all remember that you’re valedictorian.”

“Jealous much?” he coos.

I live in a perpetual state of jealousy, but I’m not telling Aiden that. “You wouldn’t last three seconds in the duck pond.”

“Huh?”

I don’t answer, savoring his confusion at my secret jab.

At the end of the period, Brian is still fast asleep. A few of the students hesitate to leave him behind, but most of us have no qualms about it. There’s a certain solidarity in Advanced Placement courses, an unspoken understanding that the nerd club doesn’t tolerate slackers, especially if the syllabus includes group work.

I wonder what a dead fish smells like after a few hours.

Ms. Garcia intercepts me at the door and blocks my path. “Do you have a minute?”

We sit on either side of her desk, my neck straining with the effort of seeing over the tottering stacks of papers strewn across it. “Have you thought about your science fair project yet?” she asks. “Proposals are due soon.”

“I’m not going to enter this year,” I reply, crossing my arms as a makeshift shield against her inevitable objections. “Last year was humiliating.”

“You got second place. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“I lost to a project about whether McDonald’s cheeseburgers taste better than Burger King cheeseburgers in a blind taste test.” I sigh. “I obviously can’t compete with that kind of brilliance.”

Ms. Garcia points at me with the back of her pen. “Don’t be so self-deprecating. You’re still my prize pony.”

I just love being compared to farm animals. “I haven’t even thought about a topic.”

“So you’ll do it?” She rubs her eye to displace the tear forming at its edge. “If you won’t do it for me, do it for Faraday.”

“Speaking of fish, is it true that you’re chaperoning my little sister’s field trip to the aquarium?”

Ms. Garcia groans and rubs her temples. “Don’t remind me. There’s a reason I don’t teach elementary school.”

“I’ll do the project if you promise to keep an eye on my sister. She can be a handful.”

“We have a deal,” she replies. “But if you don’t win this year, I’m sending you to the glue factory, prize pony or not.”



OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/ZillaSlab-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/Roboto-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/images/common.jpg
NN\N\\





OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/xhtml/nav.xhtml

    
Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Acknowledgments


		‘All the Right Reasons’ Teaser


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314








OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/RobotoCondensed-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/images/f000v-01.jpg





OEBPS/teaser_9781534499058/font/EBGaramond-Regular_teaser_9781534499058.ttf


OEBPS/teaser_9781534499058/font/EBGaramond-BoldItalic_teaser_9781534499058.ttf


OEBPS/teaser_9781534499058/font/EBGaramond-Bold_teaser_9781534499058.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/images/9781534477520.jpg
THERE’S NO SURVIVAL GUIDE
FOR FALLING IN LOVE.

COMFORTABLE CLOTHING
Necessary for easy mobility,
especially when sneaking
out of the house.

ARRANGED MARRIAGE
A handsome companion
for the end of the world.
There's no time for love
if you're the last people
on earth.

FIRST-AID KIT

WATER-
NONPERISHABLE RESISTANT
FOOD ITEMS WATCH
When breaking
curfew, accuracy
is vital.

GAS MASK
Would you risk
being caught
without it?

HIKING BOOTS
Sturdy footwear
puts the “run” in
“running away.”

BACKPACK

PREPPED A

BETHANY MANGLE






OEBPS/teaser_9781534499058/font/EBGaramond-Italic_teaser_9781534499058.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/images/title.jpg
PREPPED A

BETHANY MANGLE

SIS SSSSSS

Margaret K. McElderry Books
d t dney New Delhi






OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/ZillaSlab-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/teaser_9781534499058/font/Allan-Bold_teaser_9781534499058.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534477520/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


