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To Lia and Geoff,
my favorite mysteries,
with oceans of love




“IT’S THE END OF THE WORLD AS WE KNOW IT . . .
AND I FEEL FINE.”


—R.E.M.
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“THE SUPREME REALITY OF OUR TIME IS. . .
THE VULNERABILITY OF THIS PLANET.”


—John F. Kennedy


The world may end tomorrow morning.


Everyone was talking about it at school today.


School—a universe unto itself.


Inhabited by teenagers. Who everyone says are in a world of their own anyway.


Maybe.


Derman said the news of the possible end of the world first appeared on the Internet around nine o’clock last night. I didn’t hear about it because I’d turned off the phone and the television to cram for a monster Chinese test today.


Too bad.


Maybe if I’d known, I wouldn’t have bothered to study.


No, that’s not true. I would have studied anyway.


The first sign of something unusual this morning was the state of the student parking lot at Timothy Zonin High.


The established cliques weren’t collected in their usual tribal gathering places.


The burnouts weren’t palming cigarettes over by the grease spots at the far end of the lot.


The wanna-bes weren’t squeezed between parked cars, busy fixing each other’s makeup.


The car nuts weren’t huddled around someone’s open hood, worshiping a new carburetor.


And finally, the jocks weren’t ranging all over the parking lot, pumping testosterone and challenging everyone else’s territorial rights in the guise of throwing a football.


*  *  *


Normally (if there is such a thing) each clique forms its own little planet.


Each planet has its own orbit.


It may be vaguely aware that the other cliques exist.


But it would never give a thought to crossing paths.


You know the picture.


But this morning everything was different.


The planets had left their orbits.


The cliques had burst apart, then come back together to form one huge milling liquid universe.


A great sea of unexpected interaction.


People you never saw together.


People you’d have sworn hated each other.


All of them together, talking.


I parked, but didn’t get out of my car. Instead, I sat there watching, wondering if what they had was contagious.


*  *  *


A rapping sound on the window caught my attention. Outside was a hand balled into a fist, the sound caused by the repeated impact of a dull silver skull-shaped ring against the shatterproof glass.


My eyes followed the hand to the wrist covered with fine blond hairs, and from there to the worn brown leather sleeve of a jacket. The sleeve formed a right angle around a scraped red motorcycle helmet with two brown leather gloves tucked neatly into it. Then came a brown leather shoulder. Then a strong chin studded with two-day-old blond stubble, a thin Roman nose, and the piercing hazel green eyes of. . .Andros Bliss.


Andros Bliss?


*  *  *


Have you ever drifted off into fantasy and wondered what it would be like to be with a guy you could never in a million lifetimes conceive of yourself being with?


Normally, I don’t.


I mean that I rarely if ever do.


Well, maybe once in a while, in some late afternoon study hall, in the fog of cerebral exhaustion, I’ve done it.


Actually, I do it rather often.


That is, daydream about The Totally Inappropriate Guy.


A guy who, you are reasonably sure, doesn’t have the wherewithal to even know you exist.


Or if he does know you exist, he doesn’t seem to care.


A guy who, you are absolutely certain, would break a girl’s heart into a thousand pieces. Like so many shattered green glass crumbs at the intersection of Daydream Path and The Reality Super Expressway.


And he wouldn’t even have the perspicacity to realize what he’d done.


*  *  *


Still, you’re probably thinking, Fess up already, girl. Who is this Andros Bliss?


Who is this totally inappropriate male with whom you choose to dally in your foggy noneducational idylls?


This Andros Bliss who at that very moment was tapping his skull ring against my shatterproof window.


Andros with his wiry body and all-knowing ironic smile.


Andros, who was blond and rode an old, dented, scratched red motorcycle. Not like the glittery, graphically enhanced, low-slung beasts some boys bought in the spring and almost immediately crashed.


Andros, who came to school irregularly, especially when the surf was up.


Andros—to whom I’d never spoken a single word in my life.


Tapping on my shatterproof window.


*  *  *


My mind went uncharacteristically blank.


My heart raced. Goose bumps marched rapidly up the derma.


To be honest, I was somewhat aghast. Why was I reacting this way?


Just because I’d mused about him?


Just because, in a moment of mental fatigue, I’d dallied in some romantic fantasy with his imaginary being?


What was I so frightened of?


They were my private fantasies, to which he could have no access.


The fact that he now stood outside my car window had to be pure coincidence.


He couldn’t possibly know how I felt about him. . .


Could he?


*  *  *


Andros tapped again.


Despite my inexplicably intense physical reaction to his presence, decorum dictated a response.


In a light-headed dizziness I was utterly unaccustomed to, I reached for the hand crank and tried to roll down the window, completely forgetting that said window was inoperative.


Meanwhile, outside, Andros, the object of my daydreams, waited.
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“I AM NOT FOND OF EXPECTING CATASTROPHES,
BUT THERE ARE CRACKS IN THE UNIVERSE.”


—Sydney Smith


I’d like to pause here to explain a few things that may help put the absurdity of this situation into perspective.


First of all, I had a boyfriend.


All right, he wasn’t exactly a boyfriend.


He was. . .more than a friend, but less than a boy.


No, no, no. That was a joke. He was a boy. His name, regretfully, was Derman Bloom.


It was some kind of family name.


He was very, very smart.


Derman and I had a very intimate relationship that stopped just short of anything physical. He openly acknowledged that he wished it could be more.


But I had a mental block.


You see, I firmly believe that high school is potty training for life.


You probably don’t remember being potty trained, so let me remind you of what happened. You were three years old, and wearing a diaper. Life was going along swimmingly and you were happy as a clam.


Then one day, for absolutely no logical reason, your parents became obsessed with getting you to use the toilet.


At first you didn’t understand what the big deal was about.


Then you started to understand—and immediately rebelled.


Finally, because your parents were bigger and stronger, and because you needed them for all sorts of stuff, you acquiesced and learned to use the toilet.


After that, things weren’t so bad.


Your parents were thrilled, and you felt pretty good too.


In fact, it was hard to believe that you ever used a diaper in the first place.


That’s what I mean when I say that high school is potty training for life.


Only, the toilet is college.


I say that only in the most positive way.


College is where we’re supposed to go.


Just like the toilet.


And when we do it, it makes our parents incredibly happy, and is good for us too (better job possibilities and no more diaper rash!).


So, getting back to poor Derman and my mental block. Since to me high school was nothing more than a peculiar intermediate step toward real life, just like toilet training, I would never think of doing anything serious during it.


Which left poor Derman feeling awfully frustrated.


But he seemed to deal with it.


Now, completing the circle back to Andros and the absurdity of the situation. . .


Besides that fact that I had Derman, who performed all the functions of a male companion most suitably, I would, in roughly six months, be going to college in some faraway place.


And when I did, high school and everything in it would disappear and be forever forgotten.


Just like my diaper and, I would assume, Andros.


*  *  *


However, at that moment in the student parking lot of Time Zone High, in the newly liquid universe where cliques no longer seemed to exist, Andros was very real and extremely difficult to ignore.


Remembering finally that my car window did not work, I managed to open the door.


As I pushed it outward, I forced Andros to take a step back, thus pinning him against Dave Ignazzi’s car in the spot next to mine.


“Oh, God, I’m really sorry.” I was all aflutter as I looked up at him through the narrow gap between car and door. “I should have gotten the window fixed a long time ago. It’s just. . .well. . .did you want something?”


Still pinned between my door and Dave Ignazzi’s car, Andros fixed me with those intense hazel green eyes and said, “Do you know that the world may end tomorrow morning?”


*  *  *


Time out.


I may have only been a high-school senior in the later stages of potty training for real life, but I’d already heard more than my fair share of ridiculous pickup lines. For example:


“If you were a McDonald’s hamburger they’d call you McGorgeous.” Or, “You must be Jamaican because Jamaican me crazy.”


One tends to hear lines like that when one is a stunning auburn-haired beauty with a devastatingly well-proportioned figure.


You don’t think I’m referring to me, do you?


I only wish. . .


I’m talking about my dear friend Angie Sunberg.


She’s the beauty with the great body.


I’m okay, mind you. (The last pickup line anyone tried on me was “Sure I’m missing some teeth, but that just makes more room for your tongue.” Yuck!)


Anyway, in my experience as Angie’s friend, these pickup lines usually came from college guys at the beach, or worse—from men who looked like they must be married.


Angie ignored them and, often for the benefit of her friends, even pretended to be repulsed (sometimes one doesn’t have to pretend).


But no one in recent memory had started a conversation with Angie or me by suggesting that the world might end the next morning.


I replied with, “You don’t say.”


The faint lines in Andros’s high forehead bunched up. “You didn’t hear about it?”


Naturally, I assumed I was being kidded. Wouldn’t you assume the same if someone you’d never spoken to came up and said something so completely outrageous?


I cheekily countered with, “Must’ve missed it.”


“It’s been all over the Internet since last night,” Andros informed me with stone cold seriousness. “And the TV and radio.”


I was truly puzzled. Why was Andros Bliss doing this? What was he trying to accomplish?


“I’m really sorry,” I said, “but what are you talking about?”


“The world may end,” Andros, still pinned between cars, repeated with frightening intensity. “There’s this asteroid. On a collision course with the earth. And if it hits us, we’re splat.”


Splat?


Only then did it occur to me that he might actually be serious. I pulled the car door back a little, allowing him to slide out of the way. Then I got out and looked again at the liquid milling humanity around us.


Only now I saw the subtle deviations from the norm that I’d missed before.


The tear-streaked makeup and reddened eyes of the blubbering wanna-bes.


The grim, ashen looks on the faces of the jocks.


The feverishly smoking burnouts. Then again, they always looked like the world was going to end tomorrow, so that was nothing new.


I turned back to Andros. The blond stubble of his chin. The haunting, hazel green eyes—


When our gazes met, I felt the unfamiliar tremor of being near someone I secretly desired.


But there were larger issues at stake. Such as the future of the human race.


“You’re serious?” I asked.


He nodded.


I was struck at that moment by the irony of life. Here I was, finally speaking to Andros Bliss, guy of my dreams. And what did he say?


The world was about to end.


Talk about bad timing.


*  *  *


“Legs?” Coming toward us through the parking lot was Angie Sunberg, my ravishing, sexy, happy-go-lucky party-girl friend.


Her usually sparkling eyes were red rimmed.


Her normally bouncy reddish-brown hair hung limp.


Most shockingly, she wasn’t wearing makeup!


Angie glanced at Andros with just a nanosecond’s worth of a scowl. “I’m really sorry. Could you excuse us for a second?”


Andros took a step back.


Angie turned to me. “Can you believe it? Is this the worst?”


We flew into each other’s arms and started to cry. To be honest, I hadn’t even thought of crying until I saw her. It’s not among my usual repertoire of responses. And despite the preponderance of evidence in the parking lot, I still found the whole idea of the end of the world pretty hard to swallow.


But crying, like yawning, tends to be contagious. Besides, Angie was my dearest friend, and you really hate to see friends cry by themselves.


Our sobbing was heartfelt but short. Then, sniffling and wiping tears off my cheek, I turned to look for Andros.


But he was gone.
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REALITY:


1. THE STATE OR QUALITY OF BEING REAL


   2. RESEMBLANCE TO WHAT IS REAL


—Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary


“What was that all about?” Angie asked, dabbing her eyes with her sleeve.


“You got me,” I replied.


“I’ve seen him around,” Angie said. “The handsome and mysterious type.”


And no doubt destined to remain that way, I thought with disappointed resignation. “Are you okay?”


Angie shook her head and yawned. Dark rings circled her eyes. She looked almost ghostly.


“Didn’t get much sleep last night?” I guessed.


It wasn’t a particularly cold day, but she hugged herself and shivered. “I still can’t believe it.”


“Neither can I,” I agreed wholeheartedly, since I still didn’t believe it.


“No, not that,” she said.


“Not what?” I asked, not understanding.


“Not the asteroid.”


“Then what?”


“Something worse,” Angie said.


The school bell rang. As if they had little minds of their own, my feet automatically started toward the entrance. The rest of my body followed, my mind completely distracted by these utterly unlikely developments.


What could be worse than impending global death and destruction?


I couldn’t imagine.


And Angie wasn’t prone to excessive drama. She was a sensible, intelligent girl who believed that our main purpose in life was to have fun, look great, and party down.


The next thing I knew, we passed through the front doors and went inside school.


The halls were in a tizzy. All around us people seemed directionless, like ants whose burrow has been flooded by mischievous boys with a hose.


People talking frantically.


People stumbling along in stunned muteness.


People crying.


People wondering out loud what to do.


Still on autopilot, Angie and I made our way through the crowd. Until, a dozen feet away, I saw Andros Bliss beside his open locker.


I stopped and stared.


He must have felt my gaze.


Our eyes locked.


I felt a warm nervous tingle spread through me.


“You’re not mad at me, are you?” Angie asked.


“Sorry?” I turned away from Andros and looked at her.


“That I haven’t told you what I’m wigged out about,” she explained. “I want to tell you. Really, I will tell you. Just not right now. Are you mad?”


“I don’t think so,” I answered, feeling uncertain regarding just about everything at that moment. I glanced up the hall toward Andros’s locker.


But once again he was gone.


*  *  *


An announcement came over the loudspeaker ordering the entire school to proceed immediately to the auditorium for an emergency assembly.


Angie and I shared a puzzled look. We’d never heard of such a thing.


Suddenly the directionless crowd had direction. We flowed down the hall like so many red blood cells coursing through the veins of interrupted education. Angie and I walked arm in arm in the jostle. United against the possibility of impending chaos and destruction. Behind us walked the inseparable triad of “Designated” Dave Ignazzi, Ray Neely, and Chase Hammond.


“Why’d we even bother coming to school?” Dave asked.


“Because they say there’s only a 50 percent chance we’re gonna be wiped out,” Chase answered.


“Besides, what else would we do?” asked Ray.


“I know what I’d do,” Dave answered with an insinuating snicker.


“With who?” asked Chase.


“With what’s more like it,” added Ray.


“Drop dead,” Dave muttered.


“Soon enough,” Ray replied.


*  *  *


The auditorium was crowded, and the cacophony of loud voices bordered on painful.


Maybe Dave Ignazzi was right. If the news was true, it was sort of odd that so many of our compatriots had bothered to come to school.


If life really was in danger of ending, why hadn’t more people skipped?


Was it because they didn’t have anything better to do?


Or did they come to school hoping to hear some kind of earth-shattering (oops!) news?


After all, wasn’t school the chief authority in our lives?


What a depressing thought.


Angie and I stood near the back of the auditorium and scoped the crowd. I spotted Andros near the front, still wearing his brown motorcycle jacket and carrying his scraped helmet with the gloves in it. His rough-edged neatness was appealing. Thinking back to the school parking lot, I wondered if I could have made more of our first and only conversation.


No, considering the situation I couldn’t blame myself for coming up short. And yet, it could have been so much more—


Wait!


Make more of my conversation with Andros?


With what end in mind?


Especially when The End (of the world) might be upon us.


Meanwhile Angie seemed distracted, scanning the crowd in an edgy manner that was unlike her.


“Who are you looking for?” I asked.


She gave me a helpless shrug.


“Can’t say?” I guessed.


“I know I’m being totally obnoxious and I’m a million times sorry,” she apologized, then covered her mouth with her hand and yawned.


“But it’s not because of the alleged asteroid?” I asked, still puzzled.


“Well, it is. . .and it isn’t,” she answered. Then off my confused look she added, “It’ll all make sense when I tell you.”


“And when will that be?” I asked.


“Soon.”


“Given the current state of things, will soon be soon enough?” I asked.


Angie smiled weakly.


*  *  *


Waiting for the assembly to begin, my thoughts began to drift, as they’re wont to do when killing time.


Killing time.


Isn’t it strange how words like death and killing and murder flit in and out of our everyday speech as innocently and barely noticeable as TV ads for detergent?


And yet, it’s DEATH!


The most momentous thing in life.


How’s that for a strange turn of a phrase?


Death. . .Life. . .


In the 1800s the British philosopher Jeremy Bentham left instructions in his will to have his body stuffed. For years afterward his stuffed body was placed in a chair so that he could attend the annual meeting of the Royal Philosophical Society.
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