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PART I OUTSIDE







CHAPTER 1 WARNING SHOT [image: ]


The intruder paused midstep, fixing his attention on a party of finches who’d been eyeing him from their perches up ahead. Well, they weren’t eyeing him, he reminded himself, so much as the thing he was in. A curiosity, to be sure. And weighing in at two hundred tons, it would be hard to miss. Even out here, in the middle of nowhere.

He clicked the image magnification dial to the right, telescoping in on the flock until he could count each bird’s feathers if he wanted. They had stopped chirping, every one of their dark little eyes intent on this stranger’s next move. He stared back, admiring them through two circular screens that dominated the curved wall in front of him, each one nearly ten feet in diameter.

Hello there. Even though not a soul—bird or otherwise—could actually see him, he considered for a moment how strange he must look, suspended by a leather harness in the center of a gyroscope that swiveled in tandem with his every movement. Not to mention the tangle of cords, the panels of blinking lights that encircled him. He shifted his weight to one side, careful not to let his feet push the omnidirectional pedals below. They were calibrated to respond to the slightest pressure—a feature he was still getting the hang of.

In spite of his precautions, the finches sensed something. A vibration, maybe? In a blink, they were gone.

The intruder hadn’t come all this way to bird-watch. But still. Their sudden departure left him feeling even more alone in his command center than he had at the outset of his trek. Now all he had to keep him company were the flickering readouts of the console.

Stay on mission, he told himself. The digital displays all glowed under his nose, giving him a steady flow of information. He checked his latitude, longitude, altitude, wattage, engine temperature, hydraulic pressure. There were measures for everything. Then he looked at the readout above them all, the one labeled TIME/DATE. It read:

06:14:37 AM / WED 06-22-1983

A short grunt of surprise. The sun would be up any minute. Where had the night gone? For the next twenty-three seconds, he watched the last two digits in the TIME column continue their endless tick upward until the minutes turned over to :15 and the seconds reset to :00 to start all over again.

Below that, one more readout caught his eye, labeled OCCUPANTS. Unlike all the other numbers, it remained unchanged:

01

He nodded. Time to get going.

With great care, he resumed the practiced movements from his harness. Each step he applied to the pedals activated one of the colossal mechanical legs far below, hundreds of times heavier than his own. When he did it right, the hushed sounds of the machinery were almost imperceptible among the constant creaks and cracks of the old forest—which was impressive when you considered the size of the thing.

Whirrrrrrrr… tick… grong…

Whirrrrrrrr… tick… grong…

Whirrrrrrrr… tick… grong…

Everything running smoothly.

In this patch of Ohio, far south of the cornfields, the woods grew especially dense, and with each mile, the terrain had become more unpredictable. Steep drop-offs and gorges crisscrossed through the hills and hollows, many of them hidden under a canopy of leaves. For every two trees that held upright, there would be one leaning over at an angle, too old or too tired to stand without help. Other trees were laid out flat entirely, slowly becoming part of the forest floor.

For a metal giant, it made for precarious steps. An ever-changing obstacle course. But also not a bad place to hide. And from where he dangled, the view was nice. At a hundred feet up, he could see just ahead where the trees finally thinned and the earth smoothed, giving way to a string of small houses along a narrow two-lane road.

He approached from the back of the neighborhood. The homes were simple and squat, with low pitched roofs and tiny windows. Easy to miss—and step on—if you weren’t paying close attention. But he was.

The backyard directly ahead distinguished itself with a tire swing in one corner and a trampoline in the other. Both appeared to be well-worn. All good signs.

The intruder checked his map to confirm the location, marked it, then continued forward, zeroing in. The houses were well spaced apart, separated by stretches of grass. But they were close enough that the sound of someone causing a commotion could still travel between them.

He slowed his steps.

One colossal foot came down on a newly fallen tree, snapping it in two. He immediately tried to correct his footing, but too much in the opposite direction. Wider than a dump truck, the steel sole slipped, sending the log, along with several others, rolling down a moss-covered slope, into a ravine that cut diagonally through the wood. A quick chain reaction of thumps and crashes. The intruder froze.

Somewhere, a dog started barking.

Up ahead, a light blinked on through one of the tiny windows. Then another.

The intruder tilted both handles downward to assume a crouch position as he maneuvered partway into the gorge, still allowing him to peek through the tops of the trees. He waited.

With a sharp creak, the back door burst open, and a broad-shouldered woman pushed her way through. Her body was draped in a spectacular teal and gold muumuu, with the hair on both sides of her head wound tight in rollers, which somehow made her look even more formidable. She ambled down the porch steps and tromped across the length of the backyard, dog by her side, stopping at a chain-link fence that met her at the waist.

The woman held something in her hands.

He zoomed in. Click, click, click. It was a double-barreled shotgun.

Uh-oh.

The edges of the sky grew pink, and he suddenly became aware of how, in just a few moments, the sunlight might glint off the top of his metallic shell. He crouched down even deeper into the gorge, metal legs scraping against the outcropping of stone. No longer able to see over the trees, he aimed both audio sensors straight ahead.

The woman was shouting into the shadows.

“An’ ya better stay off our land, if’n ya know what’s good for ya….”

He slipped his hands off the main grips that controlled locomotion, pressing his palms together. They were a little sweaty. Didn’t want to cause any sudden movements that gave his position away. Statue still.

The woman carried on with her threats in his general direction, along with the dog. Then, through his speakers, he heard the amplified metal clink of a gate being unlatched.

“Go get ’em, Boz,” she said.

Boz took off like a rocket, crashing through the underbrush. By the sound of it, the dog was quickly closing the distance between them.

The intruder’s hands danced over the control panel, toggling the switches that caused the articulated limbs to contract in on themselves, section by section. But there were limits to how small he could make a giant. The tractor-size claws that served as hands dug into the earth, crunching felled trees and underbrush. He powered down.

Now his view barely cleared the ravine’s edge. He was just above ground level.

Two minutes later, a snout poked through the bushes to the left, followed by the head, body, and tail of a very large hound. Boz. After a few tentative sniffs at the lifeless giant, the dog started baying with renewed vigor. His howls were long and loud. Whatever the metal intruder smelled like, Boz clearly did not approve.

“Ar-ar-aroooooooooooooo…,” the hound persisted.

Not good. The operator considered his options. He flipped a switch, powering the primary systems back up. A sharp hum of energy filled the small clearing around the gorge. He pressed a few more buttons. With a low groan, the massive head swiveled on its bulky, neckless body. Now they were face to face.

“Aroo—”

Without warning, the two gigantic, perfectly circular eyes went incandescent. The dog’s terror-stricken face was frozen under a bright green glow. He managed one whimper before turning tail to run.

Beyond the trees, a shotgun fired, echoing through the predawn air. The blast was quickly followed by the unmistakable shunk-shunk of a reload.

“Next’un won’t be no warning.” Muumuu was still on duty.

The intruder took three deep breaths before extending the giant’s limbs back to their full length. Rising up, he stole one last glance at the tire swing and trampoline before looking back down at the control panel. The displays all danced before him, save one that remained fixed. OCCUPANTS: 01. Heart sinking, he leaned to one side in the harness, pushing his weight to the right pedal while squeezing the left-hand control to pivot.

In perfect sync, the massive metal foot turned on its heel. Stepping out of the ravine, the giant robot kept low as it made its retreat, the first traces of daylight chasing behind.





TWO AND A HALF DAYS LATER




CHAPTER 2 FLYING SOLO [image: ]


Thirty-Six Miles Northeast

Molly skidded to a stop in front of the empty cement driveway.

The bright green confetti of cut grass was everywhere. It clung to her sneakers and tires, made her wonder if maybe she’d missed a parade. She saw the clippings repeated in regular semicircles up the drive, showing the recent about-face tracks of a mower. The fresh scent of yardwork hung heavy in the air. Molly sniffed. Was that a trace of gasoline? The combination made her hopeful. Seemed likely somebody could still be home.

It was later in the day, but the summer heat held firm. Under Molly’s braid, a trickle of sweat worked its way from the base of her neck down her back. She squinted. The windows of a beige split-level stared back at her, revealing nothing. This was Margo’s house.

“Go find your own fun,” Molly muttered under her breath, repeating the command her dad had made from the couch just a few minutes ago. She couldn’t really blame him for saying it. She and her brother Wally had been trading insults for a solid hour, with no end in sight to the bickering. Wally could get on her nerves so bad sometimes. Most of the time, actually. So “go find your own fun” felt less like a punishment and more like a relief. Or maybe a dare. And Molly was always up for a dare.

Margo’s house felt like her best bet, or at least the closest.

With a two-car garage, porch swing, and well-tended lawn, it definitely ranked nicer than where Molly lived, just a mile or so down the road. Molly looked back and considered briefly that maybe the distance between their houses was greater. Sometimes it felt like it might be.

Molly shifted her weight. In one fluid motion, she flipped her kickstand and slipped off the banana seat. Walking up to the door, she slowed down to admire the bushes that had been trimmed into impossibly neat little box shapes. Molly wondered how big a pair of scissors you needed to do that. Or maybe they just grew that way? Definitely not how anything grew back at her house, which was somewhere between overgrown and out of control.

She turned back to make sure she’d positioned her bike at a good viewing angle for when Margo came to the door. Bright pink from end to end, it had been a birthday present from her Great-Uncle Clovis—or “Gruncle,” as he preferred to be called—a few months before, and she still loved showing it off. Clovis had built it from scratch, so there wasn’t another one like it anywhere. Other kids had asked her what all the extra buttons, levers, and compartments were for, but she kept those secrets to herself. Her great-uncle had told her that vehicles this special deserved names, and he had dubbed it Pink Lightning when he gave it to her.

From the porch, Molly couldn’t hear anyone inside. The shades were drawn. She knocked and waited.

Not a sound from within. So she tried the doorbell.

“They’re not home,” a voice shot out from behind her. “Didn’t Margo tell you? They went up to Michigan, I think.”

Molly turned to see Arvin leaning over his handlebars, parked on the other side of the street. Arvin was a year older than Molly, so he’d be going to middle school next year. Dark, unruly hair stuck out from under the Empire Strikes Back cap he always wore, or at least what was left of it. The edge of the bill had frayed into fuzz, and the faint outline of a giant mechanical Land Walker was almost completely faded from view. Molly remembered those things giving her nightmares when the movie first came out, but that was three years ago, and she had only been eight at the time. Now they just seemed kind of silly.

Molly realized she hadn’t responded. “Went to Michigan?” she finally repeated. “Like… forever?”

“Naw, butt brain, they didn’t move. Gah, you’re such a bozo.” But he smiled when he said it, so it sounded slightly less mean, at least for Arvin. She hadn’t forgotten that he was one of the kids who had capitalized on the fact that you could rhyme Molly McQuirter with diarrhea squirter. He had teased her mercilessly a couple of years ago, but as far as Molly could recall, few kids hadn’t. It had been a bad time for a lot of reasons, but it seemed like a long time ago. For Molly, it almost seemed like another life.

Arvin was kind of a ringleader with teasing, but he dished it out equally to just about everyone. And she hadn’t been the target in a while.

He was still talking. “They left for vaaay-caaa-shun.” He drew out the last word, like it was something she wouldn’t know. Which wasn’t true. She knew the word, even if she had never actually experienced it. She imagined what Michigan was like, pictured Margo and her family having the time of their lives, riding roller coasters or eating cotton candy, or whatever they did up there. Vacations were something other families went on.

Her family, if it still was one, never went anywhere. At least not anywhere fun. In fact, Molly’s dad rarely even left the house anymore, not since… well, not for a long while. Molly had overheard other kids’ parents openly speculate if he could even fit through the front door—which Molly knew he could.

She couldn’t believe that Margo hadn’t even told her she was leaving. She felt embarrassed for not knowing, and a little hurt in a way she couldn’t explain. They weren’t best friends, but they talked on the bus on the way home from school, which had been out for more than a week now. How was it that Arvin knew, and she didn’t? She looked back at him across the street.

“Oh. Yeah, that’s right,” she said, acting like she’d forgotten. Molly made a show of palming her forehead to emphasize her point, then started walking back toward Pink Lightning like it was no big deal. She eyed Arvin, who didn’t move. What was he waiting on? Arvin might be her last choice for a friend, but she wasn’t ready to give up on her dad’s dare. Go find your own fun, she thought. Maybe it was time for plan B.

“Whatcha doing today?” she asked.

“Ehhh, nunya.” Arvin shrugged. He was built thick, like a fire hydrant.

Molly folded her arms in response. She knew that one, and she wasn’t about to give Arvin the satisfaction of asking him “what?” so he could say “nunya business.” Instead, she stared at him.

Arvin stared back, finally giving in.

“I’m waiting for Leonard. We’re gonna head up to 7-Eleven, maybe get a Slurpee. Plus, I heard they finally fixed their Donkey Kong… sooo, I need to show ’em what a real high score looks like. Again.” Arvin patted the front pocket in his shorts, making the stash of quarters jingle inside.

Molly walked back toward her bike, thinking Arvin might ask her to come along. Instead, he pantomimed like he was playing, one hand shifting an invisible joystick back and forth, the other repeatedly slapping the jump button. He made some quick “doo-la-da-doo-doo, doo-la-da-doo-doo” sound effects and shifted his shoulders for dramatic effect. It wasn’t necessary. Every kid on Far Flung Falls Drive knew that Arvin could beat them at any arcade game in 7-Eleven. Donkey Kong, Pac-Man, Galaga, you name it. For some reason, he was always more motivated than others to win.

“Okay, Arvin… Shadrach… Simmons,” she said.

Arvin grinned. That was his full name. Everyone knew that too. He had once explained that the middle name belonged to his great-great-grandfather or something. But what was of bigger interest were his initials, a detail his regular churchgoing parents must have overlooked when they picked out the combination. Arvin took it as a source of pride that his very own monogram doubled as a bona fide cussword, like it gave him a special license to get away with something others couldn’t.

So when the screens on the arcade games flashed their top scores, you could expect to see Arvin Shadrach Simmons’s three initials at the top, typically several thousand points ahead of the next runner-up. For him and his friends, it never failed to get a laugh.

Arvin didn’t invite Molly, and Molly didn’t ask. Nonchalantly, she reached into the front pockets of her cutoffs, knowing she wouldn’t find any quarters in there. And watching other kids play got boring fast, especially if the player was Arvin. He could make one quarter last forever.

Molly and her brother had an Atari at home, but it had been broken and collecting dust for months. Molly was sure it had been Wally. He broke everything.

“Well, see ya ’round,” Molly said, flipping up her kickstand.

“Okay,” said Arvin. “Nice bike.”

Molly looked down and nodded. It was a nice bike, probably the nicest in the neighborhood. Definitely the only thing she owned that carried that distinction. Molly turned it around to head back home, defeated in her attempt to find a friend—or her own fun.

It was going to be a long summer.






CHAPTER 3 EVIL WIZARD [image: ]


How was it that people in your life could just pick up and leave without even telling you? Molly wondered if this was how it was for everyone, or just her. She passed a car idling in a neighbor’s driveway. The engine was sputtering, a little too loud, like the muffler had long since given up. The sound triggered a memory, pulling her back in time to a moment from two years before. She had only been nine then, but she could still perfectly recall when she’d heard another vehicle make that same heavy sputter.

She had been sitting in her bedroom, alone. After listening to her mom and dad get into yet another argument over supper, she had quietly slipped past them unnoticed to the refuge of her room and closed the door. She was pretty sure her brother Wally had done the same. It had become their evening routine.

Back then, her parents could find anything and everything to fight about. Molly remembered that this one had started over how much salt her dad was putting on his Salisbury steak, which her mom took as a personal insult. Dad salted everything, so this was a recurring theme. But this particular argument had then evolved to Dad’s high blood pressure, which the salt wasn’t helping anyway.

Even from behind the closed door, she could hear their voices getting louder and louder, rising toward a crescendo like they were performing a scene, one they’d rehearsed many times. They never hit each other—at least not that Molly could tell—but amid the shouts, they’d make their points by stomping a foot, pounding a fist, or slamming a cupboard door. It had made Molly feel scared.

That night, she struggled to make out the details, but over the racket, in a voice that sounded more tired than angry, her mom had said, “For heaven’s sake, Stanley, why can’t we… just be happy?” Molly remembered thinking that sounded like a pretty reasonable thing to want. Prior to that moment, she had never really considered if her parents were happy or not. Wanting to hear her dad’s response, she pressed her ear to the door.

But the question hung in the air unanswered. In fact, after that, the whole argument had abruptly come to an end. Somehow, the silence made her feel even worse.

A little while later, Molly heard a car engine idling somewhere outside, one she didn’t recognize. It sounded like it needed a new muffler. Molly had spied out her bedroom window, which offered a partial view of the street. The rumble was coming from a purple van at the end of the driveway.

It was parked at an angle, the corner of the front fender barely crossing their property line, as if it was unsure if it should venture any farther. What first caught her eye was the mural on its side. An evil-looking wizard with a long white beard had been airbrushed with great detail. His glowing eyes peered out from under a dark hood, and in his hand he gripped a gnarled staff that shot lightning out in all directions. The entire scene was surrounded by a cloud of mist.

Who in the heck is this? Molly thought. And why is he waiting at the edge of our driveway? Must be lost.

Movement from the driver’s-side window caught her eye. There was a man behind the wheel, someone Molly had never seen before. He had been so still at first, she hadn’t even noticed the van had a driver. He sat in the shadow, but the flick of a lighter briefly illuminated the man’s face as he fired up a cigarette. Long, narrow nose, stubbly chin, a thick mane of hair that flowed past his shoulders in a fantastic mullet. Something silver dangled from his left ear.

The man took a long drag, exhaled, then smiled. He wiggled his fingers in what could have been a wave. Had he seen her? Molly slunk a little lower. Whoever this guy was, she was quickly coming to the conclusion she didn’t like him. She definitely didn’t like the tattoo on his shoulder. A cracked skull with a snake curling out of one of the eye sockets. Ew.

He hadn’t been waving at Molly.

To her surprise, she saw her mom walking out toward the van. Maybe she’s going to give him directions, Molly thought. Something looked different about her mom. She wasn’t stomping anymore. In fact, she seemed to be practically skipping. And she had changed clothes. Was that a new skirt? Her mom skip-walked over to the driver’s-side open window, and Molly could see them talking. Mullet Man said something, and her mom threw her head back in laughter. It looked like he was laughing too. Then her mom turned around and walked back a few steps out of view.

To Molly’s confusion, her mom came back carrying a small suitcase. She watched her mom go around to the other side of the van and pull back the sliding door. Then she just stood there. Mullet Man said something, and her mom laughed again. Finally, she threw in the suitcase and shut the door.

Molly wondered what her mom could be giving this stranger with a skull tattoo. Her mom was looking back at the house now. And then she climbed in the van herself! This couldn’t be right. What was she doing? As soon as her mom closed the door, Molly watched the van make a wide turn, bouncing over the curb. The last thing she saw was the license plate:

WIZWHLZ

Wizard Wheels, driven by Mullet Man. It had been the last time she’d seen her mom. And as sad and mad and confused as it had made her feel, she knew it was even worse for her dad. He hadn’t been quite the same since.

Why can’t we just be happy?

“Hey, Molly! Watch out!” Somebody was shouting at her, yanking her out of the memory. Wizard Wheels disappeared.

Before she even saw the speaker’s face, she recognized him from his Def Leppard tee. It was Leonard, riding his own bike in the opposite direction. She hadn’t been paying attention and was barreling straight for him. Pink Lightning wobbled as she skidded to a stop. Leonard veered off to the right, braking beside her.

“Oh, sorry, I—” Molly started.

“No problem,” Leonard said, peeking out from under his blond bangs. “You okay?” His band tee was at least two sizes too big. Probably a hand-me-down. The wind kicked up and it caught the air like a sail. Across the front, block letters spelled PYROMANIA under a picture of some building going up in flames.

If not for Leonard’s pale, ropelike arms poking out of the sleeveless armholes, he might pass for tough. Still, he tried. Leonard told everyone who would listen that he’d seen the band live in concert up in Cleveland, but Molly had her doubts. Who took a fourth grader to see Def Leppard? Besides, wouldn’t that melt your ears?

“I’m good. I was just…” She didn’t finish.

Leonard cocked his head and brushed his bangs to the side. “Rad bike,” he said. It’s what he always said now when he saw her, ever since she got it.

“Thanks,” Molly said, smiling. “Rad shirt.” This is what she always said back. It was a little ritual they had started.

“Thanks,” he said, waiting for the next part.

“Even though Van Halen’s better,” she said. She didn’t actually believe that—she just liked getting a reaction. Every time, she’d challenge him with some other band she’d pull out of the air. Maybe Iron Maiden, or Judas Priest. It didn’t matter; Leonard never failed to flip out. Or at least pretend to.

“Wha—? Than Def Leppard?” Leonard said, slapping both hands on his grips in mock surprise. “Pshaw! Nobody rocks harder than Leppard.”

Molly left it with a shrug. “Have fun with Arvin,” she said as they parted ways. Molly pedaled Pink Lightning even faster than before. The pink streamers on the ends of her handlebars fluttered backward like flames from an exhaust.

Who wants to play some dumb old arcade games in a crummy 7-Eleven anyway? Molly thought. Who needs Leonard, or Arvin, or Margo, or Michigan, or Mom, or anything at all?

Not her. She had better things to do.

She just wasn’t sure what those things were—yet.






CHAPTER 4 DUCK ’N’ COVER [image: ]


Molly continued down the middle of Far Flung Falls Drive. The houses got noticeably shabbier the closer she got to hers. Finally, at the end of the road, she spotted their mailbox peeking out between a pair of overgrown shrubs. It drooped forward, like it was trying to catch a breath, or maybe struggling to hold the mail inside.

Molly brought Pink Lightning to a stop and pulled the chain that dangled below the box. One quick yank, and a thick stack of letters magically slid forward, pushing the hinged door open from the inside. Molly scooped them up with her other hand before letting go of the chain. Immediately, the invisible track slid back in place and the mailbox slammed shut.

The mailbox-opening chain was one of Molly’s earliest enhancements to the McQuirter property, and it remained one of her favorites. It was born of necessity, after reaching in one day to grab the mail and getting surprised by a big fat frog that had mysteriously found its way there. Molly had screamed, of course, but not because Molly minded frogs. She just didn’t like being surprised by them.

Nobody ever fessed up to the prank, but Molly was convinced it had been her little brother Wally. Who else? And she didn’t buy the idea that the frog had somehow managed to get there on its own.

Anyway, however small, the invention had felt like a victory. Never again would she have to reach into the darkness of the mailbox to check the mail. Instead, the mail came to her. She thumbed through the stack, thinking maybe there’d be something from her mom, but it had been nearly six months since the last postcard, and Dad said it was better not to have too many expectations.

The postcards had come more often at first, nearly every week right after she’d hopped into the Wizard Wheels van. They always came in pairs, one for Molly and one for Wally. She and her brother had tracked their mom’s travels with Mullet Man from where they lived in Ohio down into West Virginia, through the Carolinas to Georgia, and then finally to Florida, where she’d been for the last year or so—at least according to the covers on the postcards.

But that initial bounty of mail was more than two years ago. And since then, their frequency had trickled from monthly, to every other month, to what seemed like forever.

As good as Molly’s invention worked, it couldn’t make mail appear.

A few of the envelopes caught her eye with their angry red type. They said things like PAST DUE or FINAL NOTICE in all caps. She had fished out letters like these from the mail many times before. Molly wasn’t sure exactly what they meant, but she figured they couldn’t be good.

She stuck them in the basket on the front of her bike and rode up the gravel driveway to her house. The paint had chipped off in so many places, it looked almost camouflaged with its surroundings. Weeds had entirely taken over the front yard, some of them taller than she was. Molly guessed the whole place was about a year away from achieving complete invisibility. She continued into a narrow passage between the stacks of boxes, random junk, and debris that filled the tiny carport. There in the back, right next to a broken-down lawn mower, she had made a secret parking space for Pink Lightning.

Carefully angling her bike alongside the back wall, Molly flipped down the kickstand and slipped off the banana seat. She gave Pink Lightning a quick once-over, checking for any new scuff marks. Her eyes narrowed. There! A tiny piece of gravel was lodged in the tread of the back tire. “Gotcha,” she whispered, prying it out with a finger. Molly inspected the bike one more time, smiled, then turned to head inside. Before she even opened the door from the carport to the house, she could hear the TV blaring.

It was the news, Molly’s least favorite thing on television. Why couldn’t there be less news and more cartoons? The anchor was droning on in a deep, serious voice: “Tensions between the United States and Soviet Union have continued to heighten since earlier this year, when President Reagan, in a recorded speech, called the communist country an evil empire.…”

Darryl, the family dog, came to greet her, tail wagging. He was part border collie, part who-knew-what, with a big brown spot that encircled one eye. A happy mutt. Six years ago, Molly had found him lurking in the woods behind their house, without a collar or tag. Back then, he was shy, skinny, and scratched up. But he’d taken well to Molly’s attentions, and he reciprocated. Now he gave her shin a vigorous lick.

“Okay, boy, that’s good.”

Darryl wasn’t easily deterred. More licks.

“Geez, Darryl, enough already.” Gently, she pushed him away.

Molly walked past the small kitchen into the living room, where her dad had sunken into the middle of the couch, which drooped under his weight. He was eating a frozen TV dinner, eyes fixed on the screen. Molly looked up at the clock on the wall. It was half past two. Pretty early for dinner.

“Hey, Dad.”

Still chewing, he mumbled something back.

“Late lunch, or early dinner?” she asked.

He finished chewing, swallowed. “Oh, this? Just a snack, I guess.”

From behind the couch, Molly put a hand on her dad’s shoulder, gave it a gentle squeeze. She looked down at the top of his head, noticed his crown poking through where the hair had started to thin a little. Sometimes, she wondered if her dad was still in there, or if now it was all just a dad-shaped shell filled with TV dinners.

Her brother Wally was sitting in the corner, playing Legos with one hand and digging into his nose with the other. She took a moment to try to figure out exactly what he was building. A spaceship? Or a castle? Maybe a space castle. It was hard to tell. He looked up at her briefly, his glasses catching the reflection of the TV, so his expression was tough to read. A moment later, he got back to work on the Legos… and his nose.

The nose digging was something her brother did all the time, and that wasn’t an exaggeration. There never seemed to be a moment’s rest from his search for some lost treasure lodged up one of his nostrils, just waiting to be discovered. And the worst part was that Dad never seemed to notice. He didn’t notice much of anything, really… other than when his favorite shows were on. But Molly noticed. Wally, born nearly four years after his sister, had always been completely and totally gross from day one.

No wonder Mom left, Molly thought. Why wouldn’t anyone escape if they could? Ever since Wally had come into the picture, things had gotten worse. It had been years, but sometimes when she walked in the house, she could swear it still smelled like his dirty diapers. Could they have missed one somewhere, maybe? There had been so, so many. Molly gagged a little at the memory.

The screen flashed to a clip of President Reagan smiling and waving at a crowd of reporters, hair slicked back in a perfect pompadour, unmoved by the helicopter behind him. There were dozens of microphones in front of his face.

“Oh, mail,” she said, dropping it on the pile of unopened letters that already covered the cushion beside her dad.

“Hmmph,” he mumbled, not taking his eyes from the TV. He was still wearing his navy coveralls from the repair shop where he pulled a couple of shifts a week. His hours had been cut, which lately meant more hours glued to the set. An embroidered patch over his left pocket read STANLEY in script letters. But Molly was pretty sure her dad was off today. Had he not changed clothes since yesterday?

Molly had always loved the fact that her dad was a repairman. Back when she was little, he would bring home smaller jobs in the evenings. She remembered sitting beside him at the kitchen table after dinner, feeling his excitement as she watched him turn an old clock or transistor radio into a pile of parts, find out what was broken, then put it back together again. It was usually her job to locate a particular circuit board or mainspring from the spread. Her dad would hum funny little tunes while they worked. Those were happy memories, and Molly missed them.

She used to think there was nothing her dad couldn’t fix. But families were more complicated.

Darryl finally decided on a spot in the middle of the room, circled a couple of times, then lay down. Crank, the cat, eyed him suspiciously from her perch on the arm of the couch until he was still. She was a fourteen-year-old graying tabby, but she seemed like she’d been around much longer than that.

The anchor hadn’t stopped talking: “According to experts, the combined nuclear arsenal between the two countries has now reached the capacity to destroy all life on the planet nearly twenty times over….”

The image cut again, this time to a giant mushroom cloud rising up over the horizon. Molly had seen this footage several times before. They were always playing it on the news, which her dad watched continuously, with headlines like “World War III to Come?” or “Is This How It Ends?” Next, a grainy image of a small house, about the size of theirs, disintegrated sideways into smoke and dust.

Molly’s dad took the last bite of his corn dog, plopping the empty stick down on the frozen TV dinner tray that rested on his belly.

“Are the Russians gonna nuke us?” Wally asked, not looking up from his Legos.

“Shhhh, TV’s on,” Dad said.

“But are they?” Wally asked again.

“Are they what?”

“Are they gonna nuke us into smidgereens? Cuz of what the President said?”

“It’s smithereens,” Molly corrected him.

“That’s what I said. Smidge-er-eens,” Wally said.

“Well, those commies might just be dumb enough to try. But we’ll be fine here in the great state of Ohio,” Dad said. Molly watched as he pulled a can of RC Cola out from a spot where he had it wedged between the cushions and took a long swig, followed by an equally long, only semi-muffled belch. “Just remember to duck ’n’ cover like they taught you in school.”

Molly groaned. She’d hated all the drills they made her do during the school year, crawling under her desk and curling into a ball on the floor. What was the point? Nuclear war sounded pretty terrible, sure, but if the Russians dropped a bomb on their school, did it really matter if she ducked and covered? Either way, they’d spend several minutes like that on the dirty tile floor, knees tucked in, facedown, hands covering the back of their heads. Her teachers always told them to make themselves as small as possible and called her out as a good example. Probably because she was small to begin with.

“Gerald Bumgarner says that the radiation from the bombs will turn all the survivors into psycho mutant zombies who eat each other’s brains,” Wally said.

No one paid any attention, so he lifted his arms up and gave his best zombie impression: “Maaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhh…”

“Well, at least you’ll be safe, Wally,” Molly said.

“Why’s that?”

“Because you don’t have any brains.”

“Dad! Molly said—”

“Uh, why don’t you kids go to your rooms or something if you can’t get along,” their dad said. Without taking his eyes from the TV, he lifted the empty stick back off his tray to take another bite of corn dog, realized he’d already eaten it all, then dropped it again.

Molly watched her dad, missing him even though he was only a few feet away. Looks like the zombies already took over, she thought. She got up without another word and made the short trek to her bedroom at the end of the hall. Crank stayed put, but Darryl got up and followed. When she and the dog both made it in, she closed the door behind them.

She climbed onto her bed and opened the drawer in her nightstand. Inside, there was a short stack of postcards, mostly from Florida, held together with a rubber band. The most recent one was at the top of the stack. It had a picture of flamingos on the cover and a list of “Fun Flamingo Facts” on the back, including an explanation of why they stand on one leg, tucking the other up in their body to preserve heat.

Molly read over the fun facts like she had countless times before, then the handwritten words below them:

Miss you, Angel. Love, Mom

Five words. That was it. Five lousy words. In total, the Fun Flamingo Facts comprised forty-two words. Here is a fact, thought Molly. Somebody cared a lot more about flamingos than my own mom cares about me. She dropped the postcards back into the drawer and curled into a ball on her bed, making herself as small as she could. Who had time to worry about nukes when so many other things were messed up?

Darryl sidled up close to Molly’s shins, but he refrained from any more licks.
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