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1
Foreword


  
  My first young adult novel came out in 2005, but my career as a young adult writer started one Saturday morning in 1985. My mom had tickets to a preview showing of some movie I’d never heard of called The Breakfast Club.

  There are parts of the movie that are ridiculous, of course, and some that are pretty offensive, but here is the moment that stunned me: when Brian asks if they’re all going to be friends on Monday, and Claire says no. I had seen teenagers in movies before, of course. But I’d never seen this level of honesty about what life as a teenager was like.

  I’ve written some very realistic books with teen protagonists and some very unrealistic books with teen protagonists, but what I’ve always tried to do is to honor that moment in a movie theater in 1985 and pass it on. I want my writing to be emotionally honest about teen life in hopes that someone will encounter something I’ve written and go, “This. Right here. He gets it. He sees me.”

  The Breakfast Club’s influence on Shelter in Place is pretty obvious: it’s a bunch of kids stuck somewhere talking about stuff. More importantly, though, I hoped to accurately represent people from different backgrounds and to be authentic about the way they might interact.

  I suspect this has something to do with why the book didn’t find a publisher. There’s a pretty common idea that books for young people need to be didactic, and so conversations about divisive, emotional issues that don’t resolve with a clear lesson are pretty much asking for a social media firestorm that nobody wants to deal with.

  I had a really good time writing this, and, though I get why it’s not really publishable, I do think it’s readable. I actually think a lot of people would really like it. I hope you’re one of them.

  




  
  




1
Kel


  
  
    Kel staggered out of Johnson Tower, wincing in the October sunlight. The leaves on the trees were turning yellow and red, and the air of Arkham, Massachusetts smelled clean and fresh. Mostly. He sniffed his pits.
  

  “Ugh. Gamer funk,” he said. He rummaged through his bag looking for deodorant. He found his dice bag, his iPad, and a toothbrush, but no deodorant. 

  
    He dug into his pockets. Gil had provided the drinks last night, and that girl who played the half-elf rogue worked in dining services and had brought leftover cafeteria food, so Kel hadn’t had to spend the ten bucks he had in his pocket. Ten bucks was a really nice windfall, and Kel hated to spend any of it on deodorant, especially when he had some at home, but he had a two hour bus ride back to Boston this morning, and he didn’t want to be smelling like gamer funk because you never knew who you might be sitting next to on the bus. It might be that cute girl who was a row ahead of him on the bus ride out here. More likely it would not be. But still.
  

  
    He could have showered, but it was awkward enough to be the only high school kid around, and then the only person awake before noon, without adding getting naked into the equation.
  

  
    So Kel started walking toward the student center, where they had a little convenience store where you could pay way too much for deodorant. His phone vibrated in his pocket. Another text from Mom. YOUR BUS LEAVES IN 45 MINUTES. ARE YOU UP? 
  

  
    Kel sighed and rolled his eyes. YES. He sent back, not leading by example on the all caps issue because it was annoying as hell to be sixteen and have your mom treat you like a baby.
  

  
    Eight A.M. on Sunday, and Kel saw absolutely no one on campus. Well, no college students, anyway. There were some maintenance guys walking around in their blue coveralls, but that was about it.
  

  
    Kel pulled on the door to the student center, which was exactly as much of a ghost town as you might expect, except for a white girl looking way too good for someone who just got up. As he got closer he saw that her sweatpants said OHS CHEER and her shirt said CHEER IS MY SPORT. He looked away because a)girls like that got enough attention anyway and didn’t need any of his and b)he felt and probably looked and definitely smelled like death and did not want to add “being mad creepy” to the list. 
  

  
    He headed to the convenience store, where a tired-looking, middle-aged hispanic lady sold him a little thing of Old Spice Matterhorn deodorant for five bucks. So much for the windfall. But he’d definitely count it as money well spent if he sat next to, or even near, that girl from the other night on the bus home. And then what? What kind of conversation would he manage to have? “Hi! Were you visiting Miskatonic University because you have a college boyfriend? As for me, I’m in a gaming group with real college students! I was the Dungeon Master last night!” Probably not the best pickup line. 
  

  
    He pushed open the door to the bathroom and went into a stall to put deodorant on, even though he thought that was probably the kind of thing you could do at the sink, and it wasn’t like anyone was going to walk in anyway. 
  

  
    He mentally checked on his colon. Well, he thought, as long as I’m in a stall, I might as well see what happens. 
  

  
    Kel pulled down his pants and sat on the toilet. And that’s when the alarms went off.
  

   

  




  
  




2
Kaitlynne


  
  
    Standing on the campus of Miskatonic University at 8 o’clock in the morning, she was tired and grumpy. The person she was supposed to meet wasn’t here. Asshole. He was the one who set the damn 8 o’clock meeting time, and now she was standing here outside the side door of a dorm at the crack of dawn trying to act casual and failing. If there had been anybody at all on campus, she would have felt conspicuous. As it was, she just felt annoyed.
  

  
    She wanted a cigarette. She reached into her purse and reached for the pack of Newports that had been in there last night. 
  

  “DAMMIT, Nicki!” she said. Nicki had taken her Newports. Again. Which meant no cigarette to help Kaitlynne at least look normal while she stood outside a dorm she didn’t belong in on a campus she didn’t belong on, even though it was in the middle of her town. It also meant nine bucks flushed down the toilet, which was definitely where Nicki had put her Newports. And when Kaitlynne got home to yell at her, Nicki would look up at her with her big eyes and be like, “but I just did it cuz I care about you! Cuz I need you!” and then Kaitlynne would feel like shit for even getting mad and she’d hug Nicki and Nicki would be crying and it would suck, so probably she just wouldn’t even mention it. 

  
    She texted the guy again. 
    
      I’m still out here. Side door, Wolfe Hall, just like you said. Don’t waste my time.
    
  

  
    She counted to sixty and then looked at her phone again. Nothing. She called the number and it went straight to voicemail. Kaitlynne sighed. She looked across the quad to the student center. Maybe she’d be able to get Newports there. Or at least a cup of coffee. Something to make her feel more human. She turned the vibration on and the volume way up on her phone so she wouldn’t miss a text notification. She slid it into her back pocket and started across the quad. 
  

  
    She stopped twice on the way to check her phone, thinking she had felt it vibrating against her butt cheek. But nothing. She texted Nicki so she wouldn’t worry. “Got up early to run errands. Back soon. There’s still some Crunch Berries.”
  

  
    Now hopefully Nicki wouldn’t call asking what was for breakfast. 
  

  
    There was nobody in the student center except for one cheerleader girl. Kaitlynne directed all her annoyance at this girl who had the nerve to look beautiful and put-together at 8 on a Sunday morning. The girl did not react at all, looking bored, like people looked at her with murder in their eyes on the daily and she didn’t give a shit. Kaitlynne was disappointed that she’d failed to rattle the cheerleader, but she had to give her props for having the ovaries to take Kaitlynne’s worst stank eye without blinking.
  

  
    She found the little store in the student center and went up to the Hispanic lady behind the counter. “Pack of Newports,” she said.
  

  
    The lady laughed. “No cigarettes here, sweetie. No bottled water either. And only fair trade coffee and chocolate.”
  

  “Shit!” Kaitlynne said. “My sister flushed my cigarettes.”

  
    The lady gave a sad smile. “My son he does the same thing. Or he did. I bought a box with a padlock.”
  

  “Smart,” Kaitlynne said. She should do the same thing. 

  “Here,” the lady said, reaching under the counter. She put her purse on the counter and pulled out a single cigarette. “To get you through till you can buy some.”

  
    Kaitlynne’s face lit up. “Oh my God, thank you!” she gushed. The lady just smiled, then frowned as her phone played some Spanish song from under the counter.
  

  “Shit. My son,” she said, pressing the screen. “Hello? Hello? Hang on, Papi, let me get outside where I got service.” She ran out from behind the counter, through the atrium and out the front door, leaving Kaitlynne alone in the store. 

  
    Kaitlynne looked around, realizing she could probably steal just about anything here. But that would be a shitty way to repay somebody who was just randomly nice to her. So she pulled a couple bucks from her pocket, slapped them on the counter, and grabbed a large coffee cup.
  

  
    She pushed down on the big button on top of the coffee carafe, alarms sounded, and she dropped the cup in surprise, splashing coffee on her boots. 
  

  




  
  




3
Desmond


  
  
    His phone was dead. Again. 
  

  
    He kicked himself for not plugging it in last night, but then that was understandable. No car charger. It was probably a bad idea to go straight home without checking his texts. He had to know exactly what he was walking into.
  

  
    So where could he find an outlet? Library, probably, but that was on the other side of campus from where he’d parked the Infiniti. Student center, then. He walked in and saw nobody. Perfect.
  

  
    He found a comfy chair next to an outlet and powered up his phone. He closed his eyes while the phone powered up. While he waited, he planned out how to respond if any texts might have come through. It was only eight o’clock, so he probably had a half an hour before Mom and Dad would start thinking about heading into his room to see if he was up and getting ready yet.. 
  

  
    Okay, he told himself. Three deep breaths and then I’m gonna look. One. Two. Three. 
  

  
    Desmond opened his eyes. Nothing. No messages at all. He felt the tension drain out of his shoulders.
  

  
    Well. Big day today, like every Sunday: choir practice, church, social hour, Sunday dinner, homework. 
  

  
    Sighing, Desmond unplugged his phone, wound up the charger, and stood up. Some lady who was definitely not a college student bustled past him toward the door, yelling into her phone, “Hang on, Papi, let me get outside where I got signal.” She ran out the door and Desmond walked in the same direction. He should stop on the way home and get orange juice, he thought, so he’d have an excuse for being out of the house.
  

  
    When he reached the door, he grabbed the handle and the alarm went off. He pulled his hand back, thinking for a moment that his hand had set off the alarm and then getting the surge of panic that came from being the only black guy around when alarms were sounding. He grabbed the handle again and pulled. The door didn’t budge.
  

  




  
  




4
Ashley


  
  
    Ashley walked into the student center and saw nobody. Like, literally nobody. She stood in the atrium, looking up at the balcony that had banners for South Asian Pre-Med Society and Neuroatypical Ski Club and POC Call of Duty Guild and Quidditch Club, but no people. On the third floor it looked like all offices or classrooms or something, so it probably wasn’t too surprising that there was nobody up there on Sunday morning. 
  

  
    Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill appeared to be closed. Presumably because the good times didn’t begin this early, or because eating shitty grilled food this early in the morning wouldn’t actually be a good time. But to be honest, Ashley would murder somebody for an egg and cheese sandwich right about now. The convenience store looked like it was open, but she couldn’t get a nice Dunkin iced coffee there, and she didn’t want to spend ten bucks on a bag of Doritos, though actually the Sweet Chili ones were pretty bomb and she’d probably pay five bucks for a bag of those now that she thought about it.
  

  
    She looked at her phone. Where the hell was everybody? She was exactly where they were supposed to meet up, at 8 AM on a Sunday, which was exactly when they were supposed to meet up. She fought back a dark panic that she might be the victim of an elaborate prank, and then checked email on her phone for the confirmation. Northeast Cheer Clinic. Sunday, October 7, Derleth Field House, Miskatonic University, Arkham, Massachusetts, 9:00 AM. And the email from Ms.Carrozza the cheer coach saying meet at the Student Center at 8. Which, admittedly, was dumb, but Ashley was happy to have an excuse to be out of the house longer.
  

  
    She texted Callie. 
    
      Where you at?
    
  

  
    Seconds later a string of emojis that Ashley interpreted to mean that the bus was broken down and Callie was hung over besides came through. 
  

  
    A nerdy brown kid with messed-up hair, which Ashley didn’t actually know that hair like that could get messed up, but maybe that was why so many black guys were bald, slumped in through the doors and checked her out and then pretended he hadn’t. There were guys like that at OHS, and Callie sometimes stroked under their chins when she walked by and then laughed as they flushed and sometimes shuffled around trying to conceal their insta-boners. Ashley thought that was mean. 
  

  
    A few seconds later, some tiny townie white girl with an attitude came in looking at Ashley like she wanted to fight her or something. Bitch, please, Ashley thought. First of all, you reek of smoke and you’d probably hack up a lung trying to get at me, and second, I’ve seen too much shit to be scared by a skinny little druggie like you.
  

  
    The girl looked away, and Ashley felt victorious and looked bored, which is how you do it. 
  

  
    A hot black guy (with super short hair, Ashley noticed) walked in, sat down, and charged his phone. Well, Ashley thought, maybe there could be an upside to being stuck here by herself. She was getting ready to walk over to him, planning to play the “I’m lost on this campus” card without revealing that she was actually a high school student. Then she remembered the CHEER IS MY SPORT shirt and the OHS CHEER pants, which she couldn’t recall ever seeing a college cheerleader wear. She was still debating her approach when some Spanish lady being all loud ran past. Before Ashley could move, the black guy unplugged his phone and got out of the chair. So much for entertainment. Ashley pulled her phone out to see if Callie had sent any updates on when they expected to be there, then dropped it in surprise when the alarms started ringing.
  

  




  
  




5
Kel


  
  
    Kel had often heard people hyperbolically refer to crapping themselves when they were scared. So it came as somewhat of a surprise that when the alarms rang, his sphincter squeezed so tight he doubted he’d ever shit again.
  

  
    He really didn’t want to burn to death or die of smoke inhalation with his pants around his ankles–well, not at all, really, but 
    
      especially
    
    not with his pants around his ankles, so he pulled up, zipped up, and exited the bathroom without washing his hands, which was something he never really did, but, after all, all he’d done was sit down and not poop. 
  

  
    Throwing open the door, Kel ran out into the atrium of the student center. There was a guy who looked like he bench pressed Hyundais for fun backing away from the door like it was radioactive. 
  

  
    The cheerleader girl was standing there staring, and a skinny white girl ran past her, grabbed the door, and pulled. Nothing happened. “NO!” she yelled. “SHIT SHIT SHIT! FUCKING NO! OPEN UP YOU FUCKING DUMB WHORE SHIT-EATING—”
  

  “I don’t think swearing at it is gonna help!” the cheerleader yelled. Skinny white girl turned around and squared off like she was ready to throw down, and Kel really wanted to pop some popcorn. The cheerleader was more athletic, but that skinny girl had death in her eyes. “Five bucks on the girl with the short hair!” he called out to the built guy, hoping to build a connection that would stop the guy from stomping him later.

  “Shut up,” the built guy said. So much for building a connection.

  “Maybe you’d like to tell me what will work, then,” the short-haired girl said to the cheerleader.

  
    The cheerleader just stared. And then a pre-recorded female voice like the one that announced delays on the Orange Line echoed through the atrium. “Attention Miskatonic University Community. The university is now in a lockdown situation.” She said it in this lilting, pleasant way, like she was a waitress reading the specials. “All students, staff, faculty, and guests should shelter in place until further notice. Thank you for your cooperation.”
  

  “What the hell does that mean?” the built guy said.

  “Shooter,” Kel said. 

  “I’m sorry?” the cheerleader said.

  “Shooter. You know. Deranged white guy, holding automatic weapons and running around killing people. Happens like every two weeks in the good old US of A. I bet even you have heard about it.”

  
    The cheerleader looked at him. “Shut up. Just shut the fuck up. This is the wrong time to play ‘try to scare the girls.’”
  

  “I’m not scared,” the skinny girl said, turning to Kel. “And don’t call me skinny. And comb your fucking hair.”

  “That’s racist,” Kel said. “This is a look. It’s a style that–”

  “Bro, you look like you just woke up,” built guy said. 

  “I fucking did! Okay? Sorry I don’t roll out of bed looking all cocoa butter shiny like your black ass, or all fucking made up like…like that girl from The Suite Life of Zach and Cody…”

  “Ashley Tisdale?” the blond said. 

  “I guess, yeah. She was in High School Musical? Played the rich girl?” Kel’s mouth was running away from him. He’d just revealed having more than passing familiarity with Disney Channel shows in front of a guy looking for an excuse to stomp him and two girls who didn’t need an excuse to shun him. Shit. He was going to die alone. Today. He turned around without saying anything else and sought the safety of the convenience store, where he couldn’t see the front doors or the other people. There was coffee all over the floor. He grabbed some Sweet Chili Doritos and crouched behind the counter. 

  
    Opening the bag and crunching, he wondered if he should try to be quieter. And then he realized something. “Hey!” he said, popping up from behind the counter. “There has to be an emergency exit!”
  

  




  
  




6
Kaitlynne


  
  
    The kid with the bed head came out of the store with Dorito dust all over his hands and face, yelling about an emergency exit.
  

  
    “So once we find this emergency exit,” Kaitlynne said, “Your plan is to walk out of the shelter of this building and into an active shooter situation.”
  

  
    “With the police looking for someone suspicious, and you the only person outside,” the good-looking guy said. “How do you think that’s gonna go for you?”
  

  
    “Well. I mean,” bed head kid said, “Now that you mention it, I do not relish being black and alone with the police lookin’ to shoot somebody.”
  

  
    The cheerleader rolled her eyes.
  

  
    “I’m sorry,” Bed Head Guy said, “uh, what’s your name?” he asked The Cheerleader. 
  

  
    “Ashley,” she said. Well, it had to be either that or Brittany.
  

  
    “Okay, so, Ashley. I take it from your eye rolling that you think it’s dumb for me to be afraid of the police?”
  

  
    “Ugh, I am not getting into this with you,” she said.
  

  “Well, let me ask you,” he said, turning to Good-Looking Guy, “whether you also think it’s dumb for a young black man to show extra caution where law enforcement is concerned.” 

  
    “Don’t do this, dude,” Good-Looking Guy said. “Just let it go. Nobody has the time or interest right now. What’s your name?”
  

  
    “Kel,” Bed Head Kid said.
  

  
    “Desmond,” Good-Looking Guy said. “Let’s just focus on getting out of here and not get into any deep conversations, okay? Keep it light. It’s early in the morning, and nobody feels like arguing.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne was relieved. The last thing she wanted was to get into a whole racial thing where she’d end up apologizing for Ashley the Dumbass White Girl, who was not someone she was eager to take any responsibility for.
  

  
    Nobody looked at Kaitlynne, but she decided to say something anyway. She wasn’t about to be the only person here without a name. “I’m Kaitlynne,’ she said.
  

  
    “Nice to meet you,” Kel and Desmond said together. Ashley didn’t say anything, and, once again, Kaitlynne felt a little grudging respect for her. It wasn’t actually nice to meet anybody here with a guy with a gun running around shooting at people, so why be fake about it? 
  

  
    Kaitlynne heard a pop. Everybody turned toward the big wall of glass facing out toward the quad.
  

  
    “Was that a gunshot?” Ashley asked in this strangled, panicky voice.
  

  
    “Oh, sure, ask the black guy,” Kel began, but then he stopped, maybe because he, like Kaitlynne, could see the fear on Ashley’s face. “I’m sorry. Kidding.”
  

  
    “Well, I don’t give a shit what it was,” Kaitlynne said. “I’m getting the fuck away from these windows. Upper floors. So any asshole that comes in here with a gun is gonna have to work to find me.” She started toward the big staircase at the back of the atrium. “Anybody else?” she asked.
  

  
    “Works for me,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “I’m down,” Kel said.
  

  
    “Let’s go,” Desmond said.
  

  
    There was a big staircase leading to the second floor, and the atrium went all the way up to the third floor. Which filled the building with natural light, but which Kaitlynne really didn’t like. Because even if they decided to stay on the third floor, they’d have to stay quiet and away from the atrium so nobody could see them. 
  

  
    Kaitlynne ran up the steps with everybody else behind her. Well, actually, with Ashley next to her and Desmond and Kel behind her. Far behind. When they got up to the third floor, Kaitlynne and Ashley stopped and waited for the guys to catch up.
  

  
    “You’re pretty fit,” Ashley said to her. Kaitlynne knew Ashley was trying to be nice, or something, but that was just such a stupid thing to say. Who fucking cared how fit anyone was?
  

  
    “Uh. Thanks,’ she said. “you too.” As soon as she’d said it, Kaitlynne wondered why. Probably because people were dying, maybe, outside this building, and even though she hated popular bitches like this on principle, if she was in any danger of dying at all, and who knew at this point, she didn’t want to waste even one of her final seconds on earth feeling bad about being mean to someone too dumb to know how dumb they were.
  

  
    And then she had to shout down the panic she could feel rising from her stomach. She couldn’t die. Too much depended on her. Nicki depended on her. What would happen to her if Kaitlynne died? She couldn’t even think about it. So, instead, she tried to think about breathing. Which had become kind of difficult. Inhale, two, three, four. Exhale, two three four.
  

  
    “Are you okay?” Ashley asked, and Kaitlynne wanted to say of course I’m okay, mind your damn business, but it was all she could do to just fill her lungs with enough air to keep her alive.
  

  
    Fortunately, the guys made it to the top of the stairs, and they were having even more trouble breathing than Kaitlynne was. 
  

  
    Desmond coughed, and Kel stood at the top of the stairs bent over, hands on his knees, panting.
  

  
    Ashley walked over to Desmond. “You need to do some cardio. Even though you’re obviously getting great results from the weights–” she looked at Desmond’s arms, which were objectively amazing, for just a second too long, and Kaitlynne rolled her eyes. Girls like this just made her sick. Not that she had a problem with girls having sex–she hoped to do the same some day, though when she’d have enough time to get close enough to anyone for that to happen was anyone’s guess. Probably a few years, anyway, since Nicki was only 11. 
  

  
    It was just that Ashley was so cheesy about it. Like, a girl stares at a guy’s bicep all cartoonishly impressed, and it’s so pathetically obvious, and guys fall for it anyway. Kaitlynne hated girls like Ashley for being cheesy and guys like Desmond for falling for the cheesiness.
  

  
    And the boobs. Ashley’s were certainly impressive, and Kaitlynne was actually impressed that Desmond was managing not to stare at them. Kel was not having as much success, as he kept looking up from his catch-your-breath crouch to peek. 
  

  
    “I hate cardio,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “Me…too…” Kel said as he reached into his backpack, pulled out an inhaler, and took two quick puffs. “Well,” he said. “On the positive tip, I can now breathe. On the negative tip, my heart is jackhammering, and I may begin to babble.Or maybe I already have. I tend to. With the albuterol, I mean. I get hyper and then I want to just talk about all kinds of stuff, like, for example, do you guys like One Punch Man, and have you–”
  

  
    “Shut up,” Kaitlynne said. She didn’t have the patience to pretend whatever stupid shit this kid was talking about was important. “We need to get out of sight. Into a room with a door. We don’t want to be seen or heard. I mean, if anyone comes in the building, we don’t want them to know where we are. Or even that we’re here at all.”
  

  
    She didn’t wait for anyone to argue. She just went and pulled on a door handle. There was a sign on the door that said, “Model UN.” Locked. She went to the next door. “Asian-American Student Organization.” Also locked. She tried to make herself breathe. It wasn’t easy. In, two three four. Out two three four. Next door. “Animal Rights Organization.” Locked. “Fuck!” Kaitlynne yelled. “What the fuck do the animal rights people need to keep locked up?”
  

  
    “I thought we were supposed to be quiet,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “
    
      You
    
    are,” Kaitlynne snapped. She walked to the next door. “RPG Club.” She pulled the door. Locked. “Son of a f–”
  

  
    “Hang on,” Kel said. “I got this.” He pulled a ring with like a hundred keys on it out of his bag, flipped through till he found the right one, stuck it in the door, and turned it. The lock clicked, and Kaitlynne pushed the handle down and pulled toward her. The door opened.
  

  




  
  




7
Desmond


  
  
    Kel opened the door to the RPG club room. “What’s RPG?” Desmond said. “Isn’t that some kind of weapon?”
  

  
    “Rocket Propelled Grenade, yes,” Kel answered. “But in this case, it stands for something else.”
  

  
    Desmond looked around the room. There was an old couch that must have been white or off-white once. It was now a dull gray, and in a couple of places the cushions were so threadbare that the foam filling showed through. There was a card table with four folding chairs around it, and the walls were lined with bookshelves bowing under the weight of the hardcover books they held.
  

  
    Ashley looked at the books. “Pathfinder? Timewatch? Numenera? Night’s Black Agents? What is this stuff?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    Kel closed and locked the door. “Those are books,” he said. “Since you’re rockin’ cheerleader gear, I’m gonna go ahead and assume you’re not familiar with those things. They contain writing, which–”
  

  
    “Fuck you,” Ashley spat. “You don’t know shit about me. You see the word cheer on my sweatpants and you think you know me?”
  

  
    Kel backed up, palms forward. “I…” He looked at the ground. “Yeah. That was a shitty thing for me to say. I’m stressed and…but I shouldn’t be mean. I’m sorry.”
  

  
    Ashley looked at the ground and didn’t say anything. Kaitlynne walked toward the door and turned out the lights.
  

  
    “What the hell!” Desmond said. “We supposed to sit here in the dark?”
  

  
    “No,” Kaitlynne whisper-yelled. “We’re supposed to announce our presence here so some psycho can come and blow our brains out.”
  

  
    Desmond slumped against the wall and pulled his phone out of his pocket. 1% battery. He couldn’t see where the outlets were in the dim light filtering in from the door, so he felt along the wall until he found one. 
  

  
    He plugged in, and his phone barked. Text laden with emojis. He read it, smiled, and deleted it. 
  

  
    “Hot girl thanking you for last night?” Ashley said. 
  

  
    “Mind your business,” Desmond answered.
  

  
    “Does she know you gave her the barking dog ringtone?” Ashley continued. “That’s kind of cold. So she’s good enough to be your booty call on Saturday night, but if she texts you when your boys are around, you get to make fun of her for being ugly and thirsty. Am I right?”
  

  
    Desmond closed his eyes and breathed. He wasn’t going to engage with this girl, especially when she was clearly talking about something that happened to her rather than anything that was happening with him. He opened his eyes and looked at his phone, checking the time. Choir started in 45 minutes. He texted Mom. 
    
      Went to Pancake Hut with…
    
    he started, then wondered how to continue. Tim would be the safest lie, since he was the good little church boy that Desmond pretended to be, so Mom wouldn’t get mad if Desmond was with him. But Tim’s good church boy status meant he also probably wouldn’t lie for Desmond if he were questioned. Desmond deleted the 
    
      with
    
    and sent the text. He sighed. He was in shit. If this lockdown ended right now and he ran right to his car on the other side of campus, he could probably make it to choir practice on time. Otherwise, he was going to miss it. Which would mean a long lecture about responsibility and living up to your commitments and making good choices that would end in the loss of his car for at least a week.
  

  
    He punched his thigh in frustration. 
  

  
    “What’s it say?” Kel asked, leaning over to look at Desmond’s phone. He held up his own phone. “I can’t get shit for signal in here, and I can’t sign on to the student wifi since I’m not a student–”
  

  
    “Wait,” Ashley said. “You have a key to a room in the student center, but you’re not a student?”
  

  
    “It’s complicated,” Kel said.
  

  
    “You work here or something?” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Oh, okay, so the black guy must work here,” Kel said.
  

  
    Desmond broke in. “Bro. You literally just said you don’t go here. So who else has keys? Employees. Not everything is racial.”
  

  
    Kel gave him a long look which Desmond returned. He was the only black guy at his high school. He knew about racism. But at the same time, he wasn’t about to be one of those guys who screams racism every time they stub their toe. That just made people ignore you when you had a real complaint.
  

  
    Kel finally broke off the staring contest and looked at Ashley. “My friends go here. I’m here a lot, and sometimes–there are a lot of rulebooks and miniatures and stuff in here, so sometimes I’ll need to get something from here, and it was just easier for me to have my own key than to drag somebody else here every time I needed to get into the room.”
  

  
    “And what is this stuff anyway? Rulebooks for what?” Ashley asked. Desmond was only half listening. Most of his energy and attention was focused on how he was going to get out of this without getting in huge trouble.
  

  
    Kel sighed. “Role-playing games.”
  

  
    Ashley laughed. “You mean like where you run around in the woods with fake swords and stuff?”
  

  
    “No,” Kel said. “That’s LARPing.”
  

  
    “So what is it?” Ashley asked. “Role playing? Is that like a sex thing?”
  

  
    Kel put his hand over his eyes, took a deep breath, and then said, “You know what, you’re obviously gonna make fun of me no matter what. Because whatever I do couldn’t possibly be as cool as chanting my support of athletes–”
  

  
    “I 
    
      am
    
    an athlete,” Ashley said.
  

  
    Kel laughed. “Yeah, okay,” he said.
  

  
    “You don’t know the first thing about cheer,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Kinda like you with RPGs,” he said. They both fell silent, and Desmond was relieved. This whole situation was stressful enough without listening to people bicker about nothing.
  

  
    Kaitlynne was talking into her phone. “No, I’m totally fine,” she said. “I know. No, really. I’m talking to you, I’m fine, you don’t have to–no, don’t cry. I…I 
    
      promise
    
    you, Nicki. I promise. I am coming home. I’m safe, and you’re safe…I know. Okay. I love you too. I will. I will. Okay. Listen, I don’t want my phone to die. Seriously, watch Nickelodeon or something. Okay. I love you. I know. You’re my best friend too. For life. Okay. Bye.” She pressed her phone screen, put her phone on the ground and hugged her knees. “Shit,” she said. “Shit shit shit. I’ve got to get out of here.”
  

  
    Desmond looked at his phone. He could still make it to choir. He’d just be a few minutes late. Which would mean a lecture from Dad about responsibility and a lecture from Mom about how she was disappointed in him, but probably wouldn’t cause him to lose the car. “Me too,” he said.
  

  
    “Wait,” Kel said. “What happened to, ‘you’re so dumb for wanting to go out into an active shooter situation?”
  

  
    Kel was right. It only 
    
      seemed
    
    like Mom and Dad would kill him. He’d still be alive, no matter what punishment they handed down. Although his life as he knew it would probably be over. But still, his heart would be beating, he’d be breathing, he’d be alive.
  

  
    Probably.
  

  
    “I know,” Desmond said. “I wasn’t being serious. It’s just…I need to not be here. Like really bad.”
  

  
    “This is why I hate Facebook,” Kaitlynne said. “Nicki checks her Facebook, which, what the hell does she need Facebook for, the kid is eleven, it’s not like her friends are using it to set up keggers or whatever, and the shooter shit is all over the place, people posting their thoughts and prayers to show what good people they are, and Nicki sees this and freaks out. Shit,” she said,reaching into her left pocket and pulling out a vibrating flip phone.
  

  
    “What?” She said. “Yeah, well, I was there at 8 o’clock. Where the fuck were you? Yeah, well, now we’re both locked down, so thanks a lot for that. In the student center. No. Fuck off. Fuck you. Goodbye.” She flipped the phone closed and looked around at everybody staring at her. “What,” she said.
  

  
    “You have two phones,” Desmond said. He realized immediately what a good idea that was. It would cut into his college savings, but it would definitely be worth it. He was trying to figure out where he could hide the second phone while he was at home when Ashley broke in.
  

  
    “Are you a drug dealer or something?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    “Why,” Kaitlynne said. “Are you a drug buyer?”
  

  
    “I mean, I smoke, like everybody, but at parties and stuff. I don’t, like, buy it.”
  

  
    “Because hot girls get free drugs,” Kel said. He leaned over and used his arms to press his nonexistent boobs together. He looked up, batted his eyelashes, and said, in a falsetto that sounded nothing like Ashley, “Oh, Craig. Do you happen to have any weed? I’d 
    
      really
    
    like to smoke. And I get 
    
      so
    
    horny when I’m high.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne laughed. Desmond didn’t. 
  

  
    “If you ever get close to a girl who’s not just naked on your computer screen, you’ll learn that that’s not how shit happens,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “The hell it isn’t,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “Hey, hey, now that’s not fair!” Kel said. “Sometimes the naked girls are on my 
    
      phone
    
    screen.”
  

  
    This time Desmond did laugh. And so did everybody else. 
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Ashley


  
  
    Ashley was scared. She was trying not to think about it, but she couldn’t stop. She opened the browser on her phone and checked the local news. Other than the huge headline that read LOCKDOWN, there was almost no information. Man with a gun spotted, though it wasn’t clear where or by who. Possible shots fired, but, again, nothing about where or if anyone had been hit. A lot of tweets from students saying they hadn’t seen anything. “I don’t know if there even is a shooter,” she said. “Nobody’s seen anything.” She really wanted to get out of here. Even though they’d almost definitely cancel the cheer clinic, and she definitely didn’t want to be at home right now. She just hated feeling trapped. 
  

  
    Her phone buzzed. Text from Callie. 
    
      OMG
    
    , it said. 
    
      Are u OK?
    
  

  
    
      Fine
    
    , Ashley sent back, 
    
      just locked in a building with some randos
    
  

  
    “Hey,” Kel said. Ashley looked up to see Kel leaning over and staring at her screen. 
  

  
    “Ew, mind your business, creeper,” Ashley said.
  

  
    Kel acted like he hadn’t heard. “I’ll have you know I am not just ‘some rando.’ My name is Kel, and despite my mature appearance, I am actually a high school student. I like RPGs, manga, anime, long walks on the beach, and cuddling. My turn-offs include cruelty to animals and gun-toting white guys.”
  

  
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Ashley yelled. “You’re like creeping on my phone, you tell me a bunch of shit I don’t care about, and you say something racist. I literally do not give a single shit who you are or what your turn-offs are.”
  

  
    “So, first, I said nothing racist,” Kel said. “And second, I feel like you’re telling me you’re in favor of cruelty to animals. Is that the case?”
  

  
    “You don’t know it’s a white guy with a gun. You’re making an assumption, and yeah, that’s racist.”
  

  
    “Actually racism is a structural—” Kel began, but Desmond cut in.
  

  
    “It’s always a white guy,” he said.
  

  
    “Right. Black people never shoot anybody. My bad,” Ashley said. 
  

  
    “Ugh, just shut up,” Kaitlynne said. “People like you are so fucking annoying.”
  

  
    “People like me?” Ashley asked. “What the hell does that mean? You don’t know me at all! You have no idea what people like me are like because you don’t know what I’m like!”
  

  
    “Gonna go out on a limb and say popular, mean, and slutty,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “Oh, okay,” Ashley said. She wanted to get up and slap the smirk off that white trash bitch’s face. “
    
      I’m
    
    the mean one. And what the fuck does slutty even mean? I like sex? Whoa, news flash, I’m a human being! Or is it that I have sex with too many people? Can you tell me, since you are clearly the authority on this shit, what’s the acceptable number of sex partners? Actually, I guess I should say for girls. Right? Because just look at this guy–” She pointed at Desmond– “you
    
      know 
    
    he gets tons of play. Is he a slut too?” She looked at Desmond, realizing she’d probably just complimented and insulted him at the same time, but he showed no reaction at all.
  

  
    “Well,” Kel piped in, “I have heard the term man-whore, but, I mean just the fact that people feel the need to add man to the front kind of proves y–”
  

  
    “Shut up,” Ashley and Kaitlynne said together. Ashley looked at Kaitlynne, but it was dark and she was across the room.
  

  
    “Yo, I was trying to back you up,” Kel said to Ashley.
  

  
    “You can really be supportive by shutting the fuck up,” she said back. Nobody said anything. God, Ashley hated people. Like, seriously, all people. She needed to get out of here before she wound up smacking somebody. She took out her phone and checked for news, but there was still nothing definite. She looked around the room. Everyone was staring at their phones. Ashley had a bunch more texts from Callie. Stupid bullshit about how Kendra saw Chrissie going into the woods with Shanae’s boyfriend Max at Zakk’s party, and yeah, if Ashley were on that bus where she was supposed to be, she’d be right in the middle of it, but now, here in a situation that probably wasn’t life or death but maybe was, it just seemed so fucking stupid. 
  

  
    And what if this was a life or death situation? What if the guy–and okay, yes, it was like definitely a white guy, but somehow she didn’t like admitting that out loud–came busting in here looking to kill people? She’d be high on the list. Those losers almost always went after pretty girls. Then the last thing she would have ever said in this life would have been telling someone to shut the fuck up. The thought made her incredibly sad, which was weird. She didn’t know these people. But still. What if this was it? Fuck.
  

  
    “I’m Ashley,” she said. “I’m a senior at Oldham High School. I have one older brother. I’m good at math, but I don’t like it. I like history, but I’m not good at it. I do cheer because I like it, and not just because it gets me close to hot athletes. Thought that’s a nice bonus. Anything else you want to know?” She stared at Kaitlynne. “You wanna know how many guys I’ve slept with? Four. Does that make me a slut?”
  

  
    “Oral counts,” Kel said.
  

  
    “What?” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Oral counts. It’s sex. That’s why they call it oral sex. So it counts. Like, when you count the number of people you’ve had sex with, you count the oral along with the vaginal.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne turned to Kel and said, “So, counting oral, that brings your number up to…what? One?”
  

  
    Kel laughed. “Point five, actually.”
  

  
    “One point five?” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “No, no no,” Kel answered. “Point five. Like, zero point five.”
  

  
    “I feel like there’s a story there,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Indeed there is. It was late one night after an epic game of–”
  

  
    “I’m Desmond,” the hot guy broke in. “I am a senior at Calvary Christian Academy–” he said more than that, but Ashley couldn’t hear it over the roar of her disappointment. It totally figured. You met a hot, smart, respectful guy, and you find out he’s anti-fun. Oh well.
  

  
    “I’m Kaitlynne, and I live here in Arkham. So, yeah, I’m townie trash, as the students here like to say. And I’m…fuck. I’m sorry for being an asshole. Ashley. You’re right. Your sex life is none of my business.” 
  

  
    Ashley thought about tormenting the girl, asking for her number, and asking for Desmond’s number, which, if it were zero, might mean he was ready to be corrupted, which was a thought that probably meant she was going to hell, if that was even a thing, which Ashley was pretty sure it wasn’t.
  

  
    “Well, great,” Kel said. “Now that we all know each other, maybe you can help me solve a problem, which is that I 
    
      really
    
    have to pee. Now I happen to know there is an empty widemouth bottle of Electric Emu Energy Drink over there, so if you ladies wouldn’t mind turning around…”
  

  
    “Forget it,” Kaitlynne said. “That’s gross. We’re still gonna hear it. And then we’re gonna have to pee, and are you gonna turn around while we pee in a bottle?”
  

  
    “I can assure you, while I am a heterosexual male, urinary function does not arouse me. So yes, if you will turn around, my own urinary function, which does not perform well under pressure, could–”
  

  
    “You know, you totally don’t talk black,” Ashley remarked.
  

  
    Kel stopped and stared at her, but before he could answer, Kaitlynne said, “I have to pee too, and I am not squatting over a fucking bottle. Let’s take a field trip.”
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Kel


  
  “The nearest bathrooms are one floor down,” Kel said.

  
    “Well,” Kaitlynne answered, “I guess that’s where we’re going, then.”
  

  
    Ashley stood up. “What about…you were the one we said we had to huddle in the dark so we didn’t get shot.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne smiled. “Yeah. I did say that. But I drank all that coffee, and I’m gonna pee myself if I stay here. Which, if I knew there were for sure a guy with a gun outside, I would totally pee myself to stay alive. But since we don’t know, I’m willing to chance it.”
  

  
    “I mean, the energy drink bottle is still a viable option,” Kel said.
  

  
    “You say still like it was ever a viable option,” Kaitlynne said. “So– Kel. You and me. Commando mission to the shitter.”
  

  
    “I’m not going commando,” Kel said. He grabbed his crotch and said, “
    
      Los Huevos
    
    need plenty of support.”
  

  
    “Did you ever think,” Ashley interrupted, “That people might like you better if you didn’t say whatever stupid shit pops into your mind all the time?”
  

  
    Had he thought that? Yeah. He had. “Yeah, I tried pretending to be someone else for a couple years. But it turned out that assholes didn’t like me then either. So I figure, if I’m gonna be disliked, I might as well be disliked for being myself.”
  

  
    “And this,” Desmond said, “Is what makes you who you are? Stupid jokes about your balls? That’s what you’re going to plant your flag in the sand and claim as the heart of your identity?”
  

  
    “I mean– shit, I don’t know, okay? It was just a dumb joke!”
  

  
    “Annnd, we agree,” Kaitlynne said. “Now my kidneys are about to explode, so can we go, please?”
  

  
    “I’m coming,” Ashley said. It occurred to Kel to make a joke about how she didn’t even look aroused, or that his presence tended to have that effect on women, but he stopped himself. Maybe he could stand to tone it down a little bit. He didn’t want to be predictable. And maybe staking out the position of the consistently pervy kid was at odds with his goal of actually having a girlfriend someday. Food for thought.
  

  
    “I’ll come too,” Desmond said. Kel had actually been imagining a crazed shooter popping out of the stall while he was at the urinal peeing, and him trying frantically to stop peeing and get his dick back in his pants so he wouldn’t have to die with his dick hanging out and piss all over his leg. Desmond being in the bathroom would definitely change the equation. Dude looked like he could do some serious damage if he wanted to, so Kel was happy to have the company.
  

  
    “Great,” he said. “Let’s go.” He stood there for a minute waiting for someone else to be the first one into the potentially deadly hallway before realizing he was the only one who knew where they were going.
  

  
    “I’ll take point,” he said.
  

  
    “Okay, Call of Duty,” Kaitlynne said sarcastically.
  

  
    “KingK3l01,” he said. “My K/D ratio is 
    
      insane
    
    .”
  

  
    “Bet it’s not better than mine,” Kaitlynne replied. “TashaSting00.”
  

  
    “Ah. A Black Widow reference. Well, milady, once we are out of our current difficulty, I shall meet you on the virtual field of battle and we shall see who prevails.” With that, he opened the door silently, poked his head out, and looked both directions, not seeing anyone. “Clear,” he whispered behind him. His plan was to run all the way to the steps, and he executed the plan perfectly until he got to the whole “running past the wall of glass” part. He stopped short and just stared. “Holy shit,” he said. He could see to the edge of the campus from here, and right outside the fence was a wall of police cars with blue lights flashing. He could see two news vans with their satellite dishes all the way up on the masts that extended from their roofs. In the distance, he saw a helicopter approaching.
  

  
    “Whoa,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Great,” Desmond said. “Now they’ve got a perimeter set up, so even if we could get out of here, we couldn’t get out of here. I am dead.”
  

  
    “You will be if you don’t get the hell away from the window,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    She was right. If the shooter had some sort of automatic rifle–and let’s face it, the shooter always had at least one automatic rifle–then a bunch of people standing at a window would make a pretty easy target.
  

  
    Kel ran to the stairwell and down one flight to the bathrooms. “Do you want us to–I mean, should we check the bathrooms first?”
  

  
    “Would you?” Ashley said–to Desmond. Absolutely typical.
  

  
    “We don’t need–” Kaitlynne started, but Desmond was already opening the door to the women’s room and walking in. 
  

  
    “Hello?” He boomed, making his voice all bass-y and manly and making Kel feel about eight years old. Kel walked into the women’s room too. While Desmond was throwing open stall doors, Kel bent down and looked. No feet. 
  

  
    Desmond walked out with Kel right behind him and said “Looks good” to Ashley. She gave him a grateful smile. Kaitlynne was nowhere to be seen. 
  

  “Kaitlynne!” Kel yelled. Maybe a little too panicky, but these were extreme circumstances. 

  
    The men’s room door opened, and Kaitlynne walked out. “Okay,” she said. “I checked. Your bathroom is safe. Now you boys be careful, and we’ll meet you right back here,” she said, disappearing into the women’s room.
  

  “Not gonna lie. I kinda love her,” Kel said.

  “She’s all yours,” Desmond said, entering the bathroom.

  
    Kel was going to say something, but he hated people talking to him while he was peeing, so he kept his mouth shut. He stepped into the stall, unzipped, and peed– a wonderful torrent of relief, and just for a moment, everything was okay. He didn’t think about the lockdown, or about what awaited him on Monday, or anything. And then, as all good things do, it ended, and he was back to reality.
  

  
    He went to the sink to wash his hands. Desmond was already there, his hands covered in lather. After Kel had done his perfunctory squirt of soap, rub of the hands, and rinse, Desmond was still scrubbing his hands vigorously.
  

  “You gonna do some surgery there, bro?” Kel said.

  
    Desmond ignored him. Which was kind of a dick move, even if Kel had been teasing him. So he tried again. “So Ashley seems pretty into you,” he said.
  

  
    Desmond looked at Kel in the mirror. “Okay. So?”
  

  “So? So I mean she’s hot! Don’t even tell me you didn’t notice those–”

  “I’m gonna give you some advice,” Desmond said as he toweled off his hands with one, two, three, four paper towels. Kel wondered if Desmond’s advice was going to be hygiene-related, like “you have to scrub your hands for a full thirty seconds to get the germs off” or something.

  “Yeah?” Kel said. 

  “Just– you need to start looking at girls as people, you know? Like maybe the first thing you pay attention to should be their personalities and not their breasts.”

  “Bruh. You already know I’m all about dat ass,” Kell said, hoping for a smile, a fist bump, or something.

  
    But all he got was a shake of the head. “That’s the kind of thing I’m talking about. Like, why aren’t you all about dat intelligence, or dat sense of humor, or–”
  

  
    Kel had heard enough. “Dude, shut up. You are the biggest hypocrite. You’re like some CEO who makes a gazillion dollars a year and calls poor people greedy when they want a raise. Guy like you– shit. You have 
    
      no
    
    idea what it’s like. I know damn well Ashley’s not the only girl throwing her panties at you. You get all the pussy a guy could want, and you’re gonna tell me not to look at a girl’s ass? Fuck that. I guess it’s pretty easy not to obsess about sex when you can get it whenever you want. Try walking in my Jordans for a few days and see how easy it is to focus on a girl’s sense of humor and not look at her ass. That is some bullshit.”
  

  “I guarantee you I could,” Desmond said. “But, I mean, dude. Like, try. You got that nappyass fro, you clearly never go to the gym–”

  “Yeah, just like you never do cardio. Because I hate it. Do you know what happens to guys like me in a high school locker room? I bet you do. It’s always guys who look like you doing it. You know it’s not even normal shit. Big roid rage motherfuckers all half-naked, and the humiliation they dish out gets all sexual. Nah, I am all set with locker rooms.”

  “So you expect girls to just pay attention to your personality.”

  “I mean, not just, but yeah! I make girls laugh, I listen to them, and I’m not gonna mistreat them. But they always go for good-looking guys who are guaranteed to treat them like shit. “

  “Maybe those guys have hot asses.”

  “Hotter than this?” Kel turned around and slapped his ass cheek. “Keep dreamin’!”

  
    Knowing he was losing the argument, Kel chose that moment to exit the bathroom.
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Kaitlynne


  
  
    Kaitlynne ran for the stall, pulled everything down, sat, and started peeing in one smooth motion. Her text alert sounded, and she enjoyed the sweet relief for a few seconds before seeing what Nicki wanted.
  

  
    
      ARE U OK?
    
    Nicki’s text said.
  

  
    
      Fine. Peeing
    
    . Kaitlynne sent back.
  

  
    
      Gross
    
    , Nicki said.
  

  
    
      Everything is fine. I’m just stuck here for a while,
    
    Kaitlynne sent.
  

  
    
      On the toilet?!?!
    
  

  
    
      Shut up. I love you.
    
  

  
    
      I love you too! 
    
    Nicki sent. Kaitlynne didn’t think she’d sighed out loud, but then Ashley said, “Everything okay?” from outside the stall.
  

  
    Which, Kaitlynne supposed, was nice. Maybe she should give the cheerleader a break. “Yeah. Just my little sister texting me,” Kaitlynne said. “She’s freaking out.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne finished up, flushed, and headed for the sinks, where Ashley was washing her hands. “You’re lucky,’ Ashley said. 
  

  “Why?” Kaitlynne said. She looked at herself in the mirror. Skinny, pale, zit on her chin, blackheads on her nose–and over to Ashley, with her perfect hair, skin, face, boobs, and the “incredibly expensive casual” look that only girls with money could pull off.

  “Because you have someone who cares about you,” Ashley said. “You know who’s texted me today? Nobody.”

  “That’s not true,” Kaitlynne said. “I’ve heard your phone.”

  “Oh yeah. I’m getting up-to-the-minute updates on how Chrissie blew Shanae’s boyfriend last night,” Ashley said. “I mean, there was one–one!–OMG are you okay text from my friend Callie, but that’s it. My brother, mother,–pssht, father–nobody gives a shit whether I live or die.”

  
    What did this girl expect her to say? If they were friends, Kaitlynne could have said, “No, come on what about this person. Or that person. And me!” Well, maybe that one applied.
  

  “I mean, we don’t really know each other, and I’m sure we wouldn’t be friends if we went to school together, but I do–I respect what you said. About sex and stuff. And I would rather you stay alive.”

  
    She looked at Ashley in the mirror. Tears were leaking out of her eyes. “Thank you,” Ashley whispered before biting her lip and flapping her hand at her collarbone, which apparently stopped girls from crying, though Kaitlynne had never tried it herself.
  

  
    Now it was awkward. Kaitlynne tried to think of something to say. That it was hard to be sixteen and feel like she had to be the mom? That she loved Nicki more than air, but sometimes she fantasized about running away to a little cabin in the woods somewhere and not having to be responsible for anyone else? No. None of that. “Yeah. No problem,” she settled on, hating how it sounded as soon as it was out of her mouth, all tough-girl bullshit.
  

  “Do you think we’re gonna die?” Ashley asked.

  “Definitely,” Kaitlynne answered. “But not today.”

  
    Ashley smiled, wiping tears from her face. “Well, I guess that’s about all I can ask,” she said. 
  

  “It’s all anybody can ask,” Kaitlynne said.

  “Ugh,’ Ashley said. “I hate this. Today was supposed to be–well, you’re gonna think it’s dumb, but it was this all-day cheer clinic, and I was really looking forward to it because–”

  “Because it would help you not think about what goes on at home?” 

  “Yeah,” Ashley said, looking a little surprised. “But not just that. It’s just like, do the move, do the steps, execute the throw, whatever. You have to give your whole mind to it or you’re gonna get hurt or hurt someone else, so there’s just no room left for any of your worries or whatever. That was supposed to be my day. Instead all I’ve got is worry. And fear and stress. I feel like my heart’s gonna beat out of my chest and my stomach is gonna implode at the same time.”

  “I do…” Kaitlynne started, then stopped. What the hell. “I happen to have some things that might help with the anxiety. I mean, I’m more than happy to short this dickhead who got me out of bed and then didn’t show up and got me locked down. I mean…you know, if you think it’ll help.”

  “So the two phones really are–”

  “Oh yeah. Gotta be cautious.”

  “I mean, do you want to smoke? I’ve got cash for lunch, but–”

  “I can’t,” Kaitlynne said. “I’ve got pretty precise calculations about the whole thing, and if I start smoking–” I’ll smoke until I can’t feel anymore, and I’ll do it every single day and then Nicki will have no one. “I’m afraid it’ll eat up my profits.”

  “Are you saving for college?” Ashley said. Kaitlynne immediately got angry. Because of course in this girl’s world, that’s what you would save for. Because Ashley would go to college and Kaitlynne probably never would. At least not until Nicki finished, and by that point it probably would never happen. She wanted to spit the truth at her: I’m saving to get my own place and custody of my sister as soon as I turn 18 in 17 months, but who’s counting? But it wasn’t this girl’s fault she didn’t understand Kaitlynne’s life. 

  
    The pause was getting awkward, so Kaitlynne said, “Kinda.”
  

  “Well, I’m not smoking by myself,” Ashley said. “I mean, I appreciate the offer, but I guess if you’re doing this shit sober, I will too.”

  “At least there’s a hot guy to look at,” Kaitlynne said.

  “Yeah,” Ashley said. “I don’t think he’s feeling me, though. Well, his loss.” She checked her reflection and seemed satisfied. “You ready to go not get shot?”

  “Always.”
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Desmond


  
  
    The girls came out of the bathroom. Ashley’s eyes were all red.
  

  
    “Man, I’ve had poops like that,” Kel said. “Where you’re just moved to tears by the experience.” 
  

  
    Desmond rolled his eyes. He couldn’t believe this kid was only a year younger than him. He acted like he was in the sixth grade. And then he wondered why girls didn’t go for him. Because they usually don’t go for their little brothers, idiot. “See, that is the kind of shit I’m talking about,” Desmond said.
  

  
    Kel looked at him, grinning, and Desmond realized too late what he’d just said. “Nah,” Kel replied, “that’s the kind of shit 
    
      I’m
    
    talking about.” He looked to the girls for a laugh or a smile, got none, and blessedly shut up. Well, Desmond tried to help him, but the kid was clearly beyond help. He just needed to grow up, and Desmond couldn’t help him with that.
  

  
    And what about you, Desmond? He asked himself in an inner voice that sounded a little too much like Dad’s voice. You a grown man, handling your business like an adult? He pushed that thought aside as best he could, but it reminded him to check his phone. The texts were piling up. He was definitely in trouble now.
  

  
    “You okay?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    “Yeah,” Desmond said, stuffing his phone back in his pocket. “I just–you know, I woke up this morning thinking it was gonna be a regular day. And it turns out it’s going to be the day my life changes forever.” He tried not to think of all the dominoes of his life falling, collapsing until there was nothing left.
  

  
    “I don’t think so,” Kel said. “Just checked Twitter. State police just took a guy down in the residential quad.”
  

  
    “Thank God,” Ashley said.
  

  
    Desmond did some calculations in his head–if the lockdown was lifted within an hour, if he got to his car, if, if if. 
  

  
    “Well, we probably can’t relax yet,” Kaitlynne said. “The police have been known to make mistakes.”
  

  
    “I know that’s right,’ Kel said. “You know how many times I been stopped because I ‘fit the description?’” Nobody answered. “Well, three. But still, it’s scary as shit. You gotta be super respectful even when they’re not–
    
      especially
    
    when they’re not. Like imagine your worst teacher. And then imagine they literally had the power to kill you and get away with it. It’s like that. Well–” he looked at Desmond– “you know what I’m talking about.”
  

  
    He didn’t. He read the stories of course, but he didn’t know about it first hand. His mom and dad knew everyone in town, and of course everyone in town knew them. Mom did taxes for town employees at a big discount out of her home office, so most of the cops and teachers in town had seen him in his own home. Which wasn’t always comfortable, but it did mean that when he was driving and saw a cop, they tended to give him a friendly smile and a wave. 
  

  
    “I–” he started, but thinking about Mom and Dad derailed his train of thought. He could text them and say he had car trouble. But then Dad would just tell him to call Triple A, or he’d want to come and get Desmond himself. And then Desmond got an idea. He texted Dad: 
    
      Got to thinking over breakfast. Going to drive around for a while, pray on it. Missing choir. Be there for service.
    
  

  
    That bought him another hour and a half, though he’d still probably catch hell from Dad for telling rather than asking. 
    
      We’ll talk tonight, 
    
    Dad sent back. 
    
      Be safe
    
    . And Desmond felt horrible. He hated being the kind of person who lied and took advantage of his parents’ trust. He just didn’t hate it enough to stop it.
  

  
    “Well, I haven’t eaten anything but Doritos,” Kaitlynne said. “How about if we head to Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill and I’ll make us a greasy breakfast.”
  

  
    “You want to break into the restaurant?” Desmond asked.
  

  
    “First of all,” Kaitlynne answered, “It’s not a restaurant–it’s a good time grill. And no, I don’t want to break in. I want to walk in and cook some food without permission. We can leave some money on the counter if you want, Mr. Calvary Christian Academy.”
  

  
    “I’m not–” Desmond started, and Ashley interrupted.
  

  
    “Christian?” She said.
  

  
    “I just. Yes. I am a Christian. I’m just not…uptight and judgmental.”
  

  
    Kel made the “so-so” gesture with his hand. “I mean, I’ll give you one for two there. You’ve been pretty free with the judgment so far, at least where your boy here is concerned.”
  

  
    “You’re not my boy,” Desmond said. 
  

  
    Kel put his hands up. “Yup. Not uptight at all. You right.” Desmond wanted to tell him, look, just because we’re both black doesn’t mean we have some kind of bond. He figured that was just the happy-face side of racism.
  

  
    He was about to explain when Kaitlynne said, “Look. I want breakfast. You guys can come or not.”
  

  
    “I’m in,” Kel said.
  

  
    “Me too,” Ashley said.
  

  
    Desmond sighed. “Fine,” he said. “But I am not trying to get arrested.” Not that he thought any serious consequences would come from making illegal pancakes. At least from the cops. But it probably would mean that his parents would have definite proof that he was here. And he couldn’t have that. 
  

  
    Kaitlynne rolled her eyes. “The cops have more important shit on their minds. I’m holding a shit ton of drugs right now, and you don’t see me wetting my pants about getting arrested.”
  

  
    “That right there is what you call white privilege,” Kel said. He shot Desmond another look, trying to establish some kind of black brotherhood or something. Not interested, bruh.
  

  
    Kaitlynne spun around, face red, and spat out, “Don’t tell me about my 
    
      privilege
    
    . You don’t know shit about my life. About the shit I go through on the daily. Just because I’m white doesn’t mean my life is easy.”
  

  
    “That’s not what white privilege–” Kel started, looking again to Desmond to help bail him out. Again, Desmond had no interest.
  

  
    “Like 
    
      this
    
    dude–” Kaitlynne pointed at Desmond– “rolled into Arkham in an Infiniti.” Desmond’s shock that she knew that must have shown on his face because she said, “Yeah, I saw the key when you dug your phone out. Do you have any idea how far out of my reach a car like that is? How far out of my reach 
    
      any
    
    car is?
  

  
    “You know where
    
      I
    
    go to school? I fucking 
    
      don’t
    
    . I work 50 hours a week at the Taco Bell on College Ave so my sister can have a fucking roof over her head. Nobody’s giving me 
    
      anything
    
    because I’m white. I would trade places with you in a second. So don’t fucking lecture me about my fucking privilege. I’ve got the privilege to sell chalupas to potheads at 1 AM and come home reeking of grease at 2 and be up at 6 to make sure my sister gets fed and off to school. And then I get to do all the cleaning. All the laundry. And oh yeah, I get to risk jail because you can’t possibly support a family on what you make at Taco Bell. I get to go meet some scary old snaggletoothed biker dude three times a week to get my supply, and every. Single. Time. I wonder if this is the time he’s gonna try to rape me. So fuck off. I’m going to make breakfast. You can’t have any.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne stormed down the steps, with Kel running after her. “I’m sorry!” He yelled. “Listen–wait up…”
  

  
    Ashley and Desmond were left standing at the top of the stairs. 
  

  
    “Well,” Ashley said. “Shit just got real.”
  

  
    “Did it though?” Desmond said. He didn’t believe a word of that little speech. “People lie all the time. That story–I don’t know. Maybe it’s true. But it just sounded–I guess I’m saying I don’t necessarily believe all of it.”
  

  
    “Do you necessarily 
    
      not
    
    believe it?” He could tell from her tone that he’d pissed Ashley off, though he had no idea why. It wasn’t like she and Kaitlynne were best friends. Also, he wasn’t going to hide what he believed.
  

  
    “No. I mean. Okay, I’m gonna keep it real. That girl is involved with drugs. Maybe she doesn’t use, but she’s really thin, her skin is terrible, and she looks like shit. And people who use drugs lie. All the time. And so do people who don’t use drugs, but people who use drugs especially do. So I’m just gonna stay skeptical.”
  

  
    Now Ashley was turning red. “How do you know?” She said.
  

  
    “Know what?”
  

  
    “Know what addicts do. Like do you have any personal experience in this area?” Did he? Well, he certainly had some personal experience with lying. And with doing things you know you shouldn’t and then hating yourself for it. Was that what drug addicts felt like?
  

  
    “I mean, I don’t know anyone personally who–”
  

  
    “Okay. So how’d you become an expert on addict behavior? Watch a lot of 
    
      Intervention
    
    ?” Well, his parents did watch that show. And he was in the room when it was on sometimes.
  

  
    “I mean, this stuff isn’t a secret. It’s a well-known fact.”
  

  
    “So you spent a few hours watching a TV show, and that’s enough for you to call someone in real life a liar. You yelled at Kel for making a joke when I said something real. But God, you are so much worse. He was just being dumb. You’re being 
    
      mean
    
    . Is that what being a Christian is about?”
  

  
    To judge by some of the ladies at church, yes. But he wasn’t going to tell her that. He didn’t need this. He didn’t have to defend himself or his faith or anything to this girl. He turned and walked slowly down the stairs without saying anything, leaving Ashley standing there.
  

  
    “Yeah, walk away!” She yelled. “You fucking hypocrite! You fucking asshole!”
  

  
    Desmond took a deep breath, looked straight ahead, and kept walking. Ashley was an idiot. She was actually right about him, but not for the reasons she thought.
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Ashley


  
  
    She stood on the landing watching Desmond walk away. Well, she’d probably blown whatever chance she might have had with him. Which probably wasn’t much anyway. He was ridiculously hot, but he was exactly what he said he wasn’t: uptight and judgmental. Which was probably why he wasn’t that into her. Because she wasn’t a virgin. So she was used goods, or some stupid bullshit like that. He probably only went for those girls with the purity rings, the “I’m still a virgin if it’s only anal” girls. Ugh. She hated him.
  

  
    It figured that she’d be stuck here with these people. It couldn’t have been, like, the basketball team or the lacrosse team or any hot college guys at all. It was just Desmond the Asshole and Kel the Twelve-Year-Old. Well, it figured. That was the kind of luck she had.
  

  
    And speaking of which, it was probably bad luck to be standing here by herself. Not that anybody, with the possible exception of Kaitlynne, was going to be any help at all if some gun-toting lunatic came in here, but she’d still rather not be alone.
  

  
    She ran down the steps and into Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill. Desmond was sitting alone at a table, and Ashley could see his jaw muscles pulsing. He was clenching and unclenching his jaw because he was pissed. Good. He should be pissed. He was an asshole.
  

  
    It smelled great in here, and when Ashley walked over behind the counter to where the grill was, she saw Kaitlynne pushing onions in a puddle of oil around the grill and holding a bowl with some beaten eggs in it. Next to her, Kel was making pancakes.
  

  
    “You want some egg and cheese scramble?” Kaitlynne asked.
  

  
    “Yeah. It smells amazing,” Ashley said. 
  

  
    “Pancakes?” Kel asked. 
  

  
    “Oh hell yeah,” Ashley said. Then she looked from one to the other and back. “So, are you guys cool?” She asked.
  

  
    “Well, I was born cool,” Kel said. “It’s a curse, really. But I try to deal with the pressure as well as I can. Oh, and also, Kaitlynne is still not talking to me. So I figured I might get left out of the egg and cheese action, so I decided to make pancakes so I wouldn’t have to sit there all hungry watching y’all eat.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne sighed. “I would have given you some if you had just apologized for being stupid.”
  

  
    “Ah, but you see, technically, I was being ignorant, not stupid, in that I didn’t know anything about the circumstances of your life. But also white privilege doesn’t mean everything is easy. But anyway. I apologize for my ignorance. For making judgments about you without knowing anything about you.”
  

  
    “Apology accepted,” Kaitlynne said. “You want some egg and cheese?”
  

  
    “Nah. I’m having pancakes,” Kel said. “Which you are of course welcome to.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne rolled her eyes. Ashley felt awkward just standing here, but she damn sure didn’t want to go sit by Desmond in hostile silence. “You guys want anything to drink?” She asked.
  

  
    “Is it too early for tequila shots?” Kel asked.
  

  
    “Yes,” Ashley said. “And I was talking about–”
  

  
    “I know,” Kel said. “Just making a joke. But if you want to make some coffee, I will definitely drink it.”
  

  
    “Make it two,” Kaitlynne said. Ashley could go for a large iced coffee herself, preferably with a ton of milk and two tons of sugar. She didn’t really know how to make coffee, but the machine here made it pretty easy. She just opened the pre-measured package of coffee, threw it in a filter, put it in the top, and hit the button that said, “brew.”
  

  
    Five minutes later they all sat down to breakfast in the booth Desmond had staked out. Kel sat next to Desmond, and Kaitlynne sat across from him, so Ashley didn’t have to deal with him, which she was grateful for. 
  

  
    Kel found a remote and turned on the big screen TV and want to one of the news channels. An Asian woman with a microphone was standing at the edge of campus in front of what Ashley assumed was a dorm because of all the idiots in the windows saving at the camera, laughing and smiling like their team had just won a championship instead of because someone was running around campus with a gun.
  

  
    “We still have conflicting reports coming out of the campus,” the reporter said. “Earlier, state police arrested a suspect–we don’t have a name, but he was described as a young African-American man–” Kel looked at Kaitlynne, who either ignored him or didn’t notice– “who was later released, as police determined he was not involved in the alleged campus shooting.”
  

  
    “Like I said,” Desmond said. “The police are known to make mistakes.”
  

  
    “Right?” Kel said. “You got racist cops in–where do you live, anyway?”
  

  
    Desmond looked down at his eggs. “St. Albans,” he muttered.
  

  
    “Yo, I’m sorry,” Kel said. “Can you speak up? Because I could have sworn you said St. Albans.”
  

  
    “Yeah,” Desmond said. And Ashley, Kaitlynne, and Kel all started laughing. 
  

  
    “They even got cops in St. Albans?” Kel said. “What do they do?”
  

  
    “Break up parties where rich kids are pounding too much top-shelf liquor,” Kaitlynne said. “Maybe help people whose Range Rovers break down.”
  

  
    “St. Fucking Albans. Why you live there?” Kel said. “Your dad play for the Patriots or something?”
  

  
    Desmond’s head snapped up. “Don’t be ignorant,” he said. “That’s the kind of thinking that holds us back. You think a black family can’t make it in this country without professional sports?No. My dad is a surgeon. My mom is a CPA.”
  

  
    “The fuck is a CPA?” Kaitlynne asked.
  

  
    “An accountant,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “And which one’s a drug addict?” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Wait, what?” Kel said. “What are you–why would you ask him that?”
  

  
    “Well,” Ashley said, “Mr, Straight Outta St. Albans here was schooling me earlier about how drug addicts behave. When was that again? Oh, right. It was just a few minutes ago, when you were calling Kaitlynne a liar.”
  

  
    “What?!” Kaitlynne pushed at the table like she was trying to push back her chair so she could jump up and throw down. But they were in a booth, so Kaitlynne was just squirmy rather than threatening. Her eyes looked scary, though.
  

  
    “Yeah, he informed me that he knew all about drugs, and that addicts always lie, and now that I know he lives in the hood–I mean you do live in the ghetto part of St. Albans right? That’s why you drive an Infiniti instead of a BMW?”
  

  
    “So,” Kel broke in, “Maybe let’s not use the word ghetto like that. It comes across as a little offensive–”
  

  
    “Not as offensive as some rich asshole calling me a liar,” Kaitlynne said, and in a second, her anger transformed into sadness. “I made you eggs!” She said, tears in her eyes. “What did I do to you? Why would you even say that about me? Do you– do you have any feelings at all?”
  

  
    Ashley decided to pile on. “Is that, like, a Christian thing to do? Talk shit about people behind their back?”
  

  
    Desmond pushed his plate away and started scooting out of the booth, either forgetting or not caring that Kel was in the way, so Kel tumbled out of the booth, landing on the floor. “What the hell?!” Kel yelled.
  

  
    Desmond came right up next to Ashley, leaning down so he was right in her face. She looked right in his eyes, preparing for whatever terrible thing he was about to call her. She’d heard it all before. 
  

  
    Except this. “I’m not a very good Christian,” he whispered. Then he turned and walked out. 
  

  
    Kaitlynne leaned into Ashley’s shoulder, still crying. Ashley looked at Kel, then looked at the door Desmond had walked out of. Kel looked confused. Ashley looked at him again, then shifted her eyes to the crying Kaitlynne. Finally Kel got it.
  

  
    “I’m just going to go run after the angry guy twice my size who just shoved me to the floor to see if he’s okay. Because that is totally something that guys do. Okay. Yeah.” He stood up and started walking slowly toward the door.
  

  
    “Desmond,” he said in a monotone voice, not loud enough for Desmond to actually hear. “Buddy. Let’s talk about our feelings.”
  

  
    And then Ashley and Kaitlynne were alone. Ashley looked at Kaitlynne, who didn’t look anywhere near as tough with tears coming out of her eyes and snot leaking out of her nose and her face all red, and Ashley felt like shit. Why the hell did she do that? Just because Desmond pissed her off? “I’m sorry,” she said to Kaitlynne. “That was a shitty thing to do. I wasn’t thinking.”
  

  
    “What are you talking about?” Kaitlynne said, wiping her nose on her sleeve.
  

  
    “He pissed me off, and I wanted to hurt him. But I…I didn’t even think that I would be hurting you too, which is dumb, but there it is. You didn’t really need to know what he said.”
  

  
    “Kaitlynne sniffed and straightened up. Ashley withdrew her arm. “I’m way past the point where anybody needs to protect me from the ugliness of the world. I want to know exactly what I’m dealing with all the time. I’d rather know the truth that start trusting or liking his fake ass,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “I guess,” Ashley said. “I just…people say a lot of shitty things about me. And I always tell myself to ignore the haters, that it’s about them and not me, and, like, I know that’s true, but I can’t make myself believe it. You know? It always hurts.”
  

  
    “Well. People suck. Fuck ‘em,” Kaitlynne said.
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Kel


  
  
    Kel walked out into the atrium and gave a cursory look around, seeing no one. “Well,” he said aloud, “I tried. I guess I’ll just head back into Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill. Or, I guess I need to hang out here for a minute and let the ladies have a moment.” He looked around again. No sign of Desmond. Well, he had to be here somewhere, since no emergency alarms were ringing, but Kel was sure as shit not gonna do a room-to-room search for some roided out guy with anger issues. The shooter might or might not even be real, and they were taking precautions to avoid him, so why should they spend any time or energy at all looking for someone who was definitely real and definitely angry? Fuck that guy.
  

  
    Maybe Desmond 
    
      was
    
    the shooter. He didn’t really fit the profile–those guys were always white and creepy as fuck, but still. When it came down to it, none of them really knew anything about each other, except that Desmond was rich and went to Christian school, Kaitlynne sold drugs and worked at Taco Bell, and Ashley was a cheerleader. And as for Kel–well, he’d revealed almost nothing about himself. It hadn’t really come up, and he didn’t look forward to the mockery and ridicule that inevitably followed when he disclosed just about anything about himself.
  

  
    He looked outside through the wall of glass around the entrance to the building. He didn’t see a million cops or a lone gunman. Just a couple of squirrels, oblivious to the lockdown, scampering from tree to tree. Worry-free life, well-fed by students sloppy with their food. Squirrels had it made. Kel hated them.
  

  
    “Fuck you motherfuckers,” Kel said to the squirrels, who couldn’t hear him. He did hear a small, faint hoot, though. But it was coming from the other direction–under the stairs. He stood there still and silent and waited. And heard it again. Some kind of baby bird or something? Maybe a pigeon or something got in here. He started walking over toward the stairs, realizing as he did that if this were a movie, he’d be yelling at the screen for this idiot not to go check out the strange noise by himself.
  

  
    But then he thought about going back into where the girls were and announcing that he wanted help checking out a noise that sounded like a small, possibly wounded avian. Kel considered himself a forward-thinking dude–he had a Tumblr, he knew about how patriarchal gender roles constricted everyone–but he also knew that appearing to be chickenshit was still a deal breaker for most girls, no matter what they reblogged on Tumblr.
  

  
    Not that there was any kind of deal with either Ashley or Kaitlynne for him to break, but still. He took a deep breath and crept behind the staircase as quietly as he could. And saw Desmond curled up in a ball, wedged as far as he could get into the triangular space below the stairs.
  

  
    Desmond’s shoulders were bobbing up and down. Kel froze, with no idea what to do. He thought for a second and decided on creeping away, pretending he hadn’t seen anything, and sparing them both the embarrassment of dealing with the awkwardness of seeing someone you didn’t know well in a raw emotional state. But then Desmond looked up, tears running down his cheeks.
  

  
    “Hey,” Desmond said. “Sorry about pushing you. I wasn’t–I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just had to get out of there.”
  

  
    “It’s cool,” Kel said. “No harm done.” He stood there feeling awkward and decided he needed to fill the space. “So, uh, you good?”
  

  
    Desmond laughed, but it was a bitter laugh rather than a real one. “Nah,” he said. “I’m not good. If I was good, there wouldn’t be a problem. I’d be–” he pulled out his phone and checked the time–”I’d be in church service right now, singing ‘His Eye is On the Sparrow’ with my Mom and Dad there looking all proud of me.”
  

  
    Kel didn’t feel right looking down at Desmond, so he sat down on the carpet, which did almost nothing to soften the concrete floor below it. “Well,” Kel said, “It’s not exactly your fault there was a lockdown. Like, even if your parents are mad strict–”
  

  
    “It’s my fault I’m here in the first place,” Desmond said. “I’m not supposed to be here.”
  

  
    “Yeah, you said. You’re supposed to be in church. But–”
  

  
    “No. I wasn’t supposed to be on this campus at all. I was supposed to be asleep in my own bed in my own house and not sneaking around…” Desmond hung his head, obviously ashamed of himself.
  

  
    “Bruh,” Kel said. “How many times you been arrested?”
  

  
    “What? None,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “How many classes you failing?”
  

  
    “None.”
  

  
    “Do drugs? Sell drugs? Kill anybody?” Kel asked.
  

  
    “Of course not,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “Okay. Sounds like you’re a good dude to me. So you snuck out to see a girl. There is no way you are even the first person 
    
      at your church
    
    to do something stupid for pussy. That shit is like practically a 
    
      requirement
    
    of being a guy. I guarantee your dad will get it. You know he did something stupid for pussy when he was a teenager.”
  

  
    “He and my mom got married when they were eighteen,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “See? There you go!” Kel said, then worried about potentially dissing the parents of the guy who seemed to have some anger issues, but, fortunately, Desmond smiled and laughed. 
  

  
    “You don’t understand,” Desmond said, and his smile faded. “I should legit just walk out of here and let the guy put a bullet in me. Because my life is 
    
      over
    
    .”
  

  
    That seemed a little dramatic to Kel, but maybe it wasn’t. He didn’t know this dude’s parents. But still–they weren’t gonna 
    
      shoot
    
    him. Probably.
  

  
    “Well,” Kel said. “That sounds kinda reckless to me. You really tryna die?”
  

  
    “Not under here I’m not,” Desmond said, clambering out from under the stairs. He stood up, wiped his eyes, snorked back a pretty impressive load of crying snot, and walked over to the front door.”
  

  
    “Bro, let’s like, stay away from the glass, you know? Just in case?” Kel called out.
  

  
    “Desmond stood looking at the empty quad. “Best case scenario, really, is that I take a bullet in the leg or something.”
  

  
    Kel looked at Desmond incredulously. “Your 
    
      best
    
    case scenario. Is getting shot in the leg.”
  

  
    “Yeah,” Desmond said. “Because then they’ll be so happy I’m alive that they won’t ask me what the hell I’m doing here in the first place. Mom will sit by my bedside and pray and cry, and in the days it takes them to ask what I was doing here, maybe I can think of a lie that won’t get me kicked out of the house.”
  

  
    Kel wanted to walk over and grab Desmond and drag him away from all that glass. But not enough to actually do it by himself. And then he came up with an idea that he hoped would delay Desmond’s suicidal urges until the kid could get some help with his fuckedupness.
  

  
    “So first I’d like to point out that your femoral artery runs through your leg. Ever heard of it? So if that gets hit, you’re gonna just bleed out on the damn floor here. Not that you get to pick where the asshole shoots you.Those motherfuckers usually don’t take requests.”
  

  
    Desmond laughed.
  

  
    “And, shit, I tell my mom 
    
      everything
    
    , and even 
    
      I
    
    know the best thing to do when you get caught up.”
  

  
    “What’s that?” Desmond said, turning around and facing away from the glass. Kel figured this was a hopeful sign. Desmond was no longer just thinking about dying.
  

  
    “You admit to something that’s bad, but not as bad as what you actually did. Right? Your parents gonna be afraid you out here getting girls pregnant. Right?”
  

  
    “I…” Desmond started, but Kel kept going.
  

  
    “Trust me, they are. Your mom ain’t even 40 yet. She is not tryna be no grandmother. You are taking precautions, right? You gotta wrap that thing up.”
  

  
    Desmond smiled and pulled a Magnum condom out of his pocket.
  

  
    Kel sighed. Why couldn’t 
    
      he
    
    be the one to confirm the stereotype? “I see you, Mr. Magnum,” Kel said, forcing a smile and hoping the jealousy didn’t come through in his voice. “So, great. You tell them you were here with me and my friends.”
  

  
    “Doing what?” Desmond asked.
  

  
    “Role-playing games,” Kel said.
  

  
    “That shit upstairs?” Desmond said. “I don’t even–what is it, anyway?”
  

  
    “It’s like, you play a character in this story, and sometimes you roll dice to see what happens. So, like, say you’re walking along and you encounter some kobolds–”
  

  
    “What’s that?”
  

  
    “They’re like mini-goblins. Classic adversary for first-level characters. So you wanna attack them. If you’re a magic user, you pick the spell you want to cast, and–”
  

  
    “Wait, wait, so you pretend to be a wizard or something?”
  

  
    “Well, you can, yeah. Or a cleric, or a fighter, or a rogue, or any of a number of sub-classes…anyway, that’s why it’s great–it’s got the whole magic thing like Harry Potter, right? So, like, your parents are big Christians, so they’ll probably hate it, because Christians hate Harry Potter–”
  

  
    “My mom used to read me Harry Potter,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “Whatever,” Kel said. Desmond looked at him like he had three heads, and Kel decided not to explain. “Trust me. You can play characters that are evil and use magic and summon demons and shit. Your parents will hate it. But! They’ll hate it less than you having sex! Am I right?”
  

  
    Desmond laughed. “I’m sorry, but there is just no way my parents are ever gonna believe I’m into something that nerdy.”
  

  
    One more fucker who laughed at him. Kel was angry at Desmond, but just as angry at himself for thinking that it was okay to share this stuff, that here, with their lives on the line, some asshole wouldn’t laugh in his face. Stupid.
  

  
    “Fuck you,” Kel said. “Get shot then. I don’t give a shit.”
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Kaitlynne


  
  
    Kaitlynne was embarrassed. She shouldn’t have cried in front of people. That was the fucking rule. Keep it together. For Nicki. Always. Smiles and positivity so Nicki could have all the chances Kaitlynne never would. And then cry alone, at night, in the bathroom, with the door locked and the shower running.
  

  
    Not this crying on a cheerleader’s shoulder shit. Dammit. She had to pull it together. If she just started randomly losing her shit, her whole life was going to fall apart. 
  

  
    She squeezed the bridge of her nose between her thumb and index finger. She felt the panic rising in her stomach, and she knew if she sat here for one more minute, she might start screaming and never stop.
  

  
    “I gotta get some air,” she said to Ashley, scooting out of the booth.
  

  
    “Wait, like outside air?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    “No. Not outside. Just– I need to move.” She practically ran to the exit and just missed running into Kel, who was walking in.
  

  
    “Don’t bother,” Kel said. “That guy’s an asshole.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne didn’t say anything because for a second she couldn’t figure out what Kel was talking about. By the time she remembered that Kel had gone after Desmond, Kel was too far away from Kaitlynne for her to say anything without running after him. She scanned the lobby and didn’t see anybody. Good. She didn’t want to talk. She just needed to be by herself. Which meant the bathroom was the best choice. But she couldn’t be shut up in a stall in a windowless room when there was so much air and light out here. So she sat on the steps.
  

  
    Sunlight was streaming into the atrium from above, and it felt good on Kaitlynne’s face. She looked out into the quad. The grass was neatly mowed and the trees were trimmed and orderly, and except for the guy out there somewhere presumably trying to kill people, it was a perfect day.
  

  
    She closed her eyes and breathed and listened to nothing. She tried to think about nothing, but she could never manage that. If she ever did manage to turn her racing thoughts off for a second, she would immediately realize it and then think about how she had successfully thought about nothing. Which of course was thinking about something. She had read that meditation could help with anxiety, but she’d accepted that she was never going to be any good at it. Except for the breathing part.That she could do. In, two three four. Out, two, three four. She did that for twelve breaths. Her heart slowed down a little, and the fist that was squeezing her stomach relaxed its grip.
  

  
    And then both of her pockets vibrated at once. Her eyes snapped open, and whatever small bit of calm she’d managed to gather during her twelve breaths immediately evaporated. Sighing, she took the business phone out of her pocket. 
    
      Looking for my brother
    
    , said a text from her second customer of the day. 
    
      Have you seen him?
    
    Even though the phone was a burner, she preferred her clients to be discreet with their requests.
  

  
    
      He’s with me,
    
    Kaitlynne sent back. 
    
      Locked down at Miskatonic.
    
  

  
    She pulled her real phone out of her pocket. Nicki. 
    
      MOM’S AWAKE
    
    . Shit. What was Mom doing awake? 
  

  
    
      Where are you?
    
    Kaitlynne sent.
  

  
    
      In my spot
    
    , Nicki sent back. “Good girl,” Kaitlynne whispered.
  

  
    
      OK
    
    , Kaitlynne sent. 
    
      I will be home as soon as they let us out of here. I’m safe. You stay safe too.
    
  

  
    
      OK
    
    . Nicki sent back.
  

  
    
      Love you,
    
    Kaitlynne sent
  

  
    
      Love you too! 
    
    Nicki sent back.
  

  
    Kaitlynne put her phone back in her pocket and put a hand over her eyes, this time squeezing her temples with her thumb and index finger. Shit. She had to get out of here right fucking now. She opened her eyes and yelped in surprise. Desmond was standing right in front of her.
  

  
    “Sorry,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “No, it’s cool,” Kaitlynne said. “I just didn’t expect you to be standing right there.”
  

  
    “Yeah, I was just about to say something,” Desmond said, “but then…”
  

  
    “Right. No harm done. Well, look, maybe you want to tell the others,” Kaitlynne said, “Or maybe you don’t, but either way, I’ve gotta go. I’m gonna set the alarm off when I open the door. I’ve got shit I gotta handle.”
  

  
    Desmond looked confused. “Weren’t you the one who wanted us all to sit in a dark room not making noise? Weren’t you the one who told 
    
      me
    
    it was a dumb idea to go outside?”
  

  
    Yes, Kaitlynne thought. All those things were true. But circumstances had changed. Because Mom wasn’t supposed to be up before noon. And it wasn’t clear that there actually was a shooter, so now there was the very definite danger of Mom being up versus the possibly imaginary danger of the shooter. But she didn’t know this guy and didn’t owe him anything, especially an explanation. “Yep,” she said, “but things changed. I gotta go.”
  

  
    Desmond pulled out his phone and glanced at the screen. “Cool,” he said. “I’m coming with you. I’ll be able to make it to church, and–”
  

  
    “You wanna get out of here so you can go to 
    
      church
    
    ?” Kaitlynne asked. “I think Jesus will probably cut you a break if you miss it for this.”
  

  
    “Yeah. Jesus would,” Desmond said. “Probably. But not my mom.” It occurred to Kaitlynne to tell Desmond he needed to stand up to Mommy, but she realized she really couldn’t criticize anybody else on that issue. And why was she trying to convince him not to go anyway? What did she care? And if somebody was shooting people, Kaitlynne liked her odds a little better if she was 50% of the targets rather than 100%.
  

  
    Shit. That was a sick evil thing to think. What if he 
    
      did
    
    get shot? Would she just keep going and think “better him than me?” Probably not. She hoped not. But you couldn’t ever know for sure until you were in the situation. 
  

  
    “Cut it out,” Kaitlynne said. “You’d be a target for the cops and the shooter. I’m only risking one of those.”
  

  
    “Yep,” Desmond said. “But things changed. I gotta go.” Ugh. She hated it when people used her words against her.
  

  
    “Fine. Whatever.” She guessed he could make his own decisions just like she could. So if anything happened to him, it wouldn’t be on her.
  

  
    “Okay,” Kaitlynne said. “Let’s go, then.” She got up off the steps and headed toward the front door with Desmond right behind her. 
  

  
    But before they could reach the door, Ashley came running out of Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill.
  

  
    “Holy shit, you guys,” she said. “This is 
    
      bad
    
    .”
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Desmond


  
  
    He was still getting out of here. With or without Kaitlynne or anybody else. Kaitlynne went running back into Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill, but Desmond just sat down on the steps. 
  

  
    Should he apologize? It seemed like he’d managed to make everybody mad. But this was a very stressful situation, and with his life about to come crashing down on his head, he wasn’t in the mood to worry about anybody else’s feelings. Maybe that was cold. Well, it was cold on the streets, or so he’d heard, but he was sure to find out once Mom and Dad figured everything out. 
  

  
    He wondered where he would go. What he would do. Meemaw in Atlanta was unlikely to take him in. Maybe Uncle John in Omaha. Desmond shook his head. He didn’t even know where Omaha was.
  

  
    So–definite homelessness versus the chance of getting shot, though nobody had actually seen the shooter. Probably someone on his way to play paintball. Probably nothing. And he was not about to lose his whole life over nothing.
  

  
    He stood up. And Kaitlynne suddenly came running out. “Get in here, “ she said. “I’m not gonna stop you if you still want to go–” like you could stop me, Desmond thought, though hurting someone’s feelings and physically hurting them were different– “but you should have all the information before you make a decision.”
  

  
    Desmond looked at his phone. Well, a minute or two wouldn’t make that much difference, and Kaitlynne was right–he should know what the situation was before he went running outside.
  

  
    He walked into Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill and saw Kel and Ashley staring at the big screen TV on the wall that was turned to one of the news stations.
  

  
    Kel looked over at him. If he was still mad, he didn’t show it. Desmond was relieved. He had really been mean to the kid who only wanted to help. “Twitter started blowing up about five minutes ago, so I turned on the TV because you know people say a lot of random shit on Twitter. But check this out.”
  

  
    He pointed at the TV where the newscaster, a gray-haired black guy, said, “Again, if you’re just joining us, the lockdown at Miskatonic University has escalated. Emergency Personnel, responding to a 911 call from one of the dormitories–I’m just being told we have the chief of campus police ready to make a statement. Let’s–are we going to the chief? Yes. Okay. Joining the chief of campus–”
  

  
    The newscaster’s audio cut out and the screen was suddenly filled with the face of a middle-aged, rosy-cheeked white guy in a police hat. “Student,” the guy said, “a young woman, was struck in the leg by a bullet that came in through her dorm room window on the third floor. The bullet struck her femoral artery–”
  

  “See?” Kel said to Desmond, who shushed him.

  “And fortunately her roommate is a nursing student who had the presence of mind to put pressure on the wound until EMTs, at great risk to their own safety, were able to successfully extract her from the building and transport her to Arkham General. We believe the bullet came from a sniper rifle. Which means the shooter is most likely within a half-mile radius of Gordin-Katz, the dormitory in which the shooting victim lived. This radius of course includes areas of Arkham outside the Miskatonic campus.”

  “In addition, a number of suspicious packages have been spotted throughout the Miskatonic University campus. As a precaution, we have asked all the carriers in the area to suspend service from towers near campus, as cell phones have become the most common mechanism to trigger explosives remotely. Everyone on the Miskatonic campus can still use the internet to–”

  “Only if they can sign in to the fucking wifi with a fucking student ID number, dick!” Kel yelled at the screen. 

  
    Desmond looked down at his phone and saw as his 4 bars were replaced with NO SERVICE. 
  

  
    The mayor of Arkham then came on and said that everyone should stay inside whether they were on campus or not. And that everybody should stay away from their windows. Then, back in the studio, two idiots started arguing about what this incident meant. Kel turned to Desmond. “I still think you’re a dick, but I take back the part where I told you to get shot.”
  

  “Thanks,” Desmond said. Well, this did change things. Now it wasn’t a potential guy with a gun. It was an actual guy with an actual gun who had shot an actual girl in her actual leg through her dorm room window. So now if Desmond ran out of here, he would know for a fact that there was a guy with a high-powered rifle who could choose to kill him or not. Unless he was so busy peeking into girls’ rooms with his sniper scope that he wouldn’t notice anybody running across the quad. In any case, now he had to weigh possibly being disowned and/or homeless against probably getting shot and probably dying as a result.

  
    He laughed. “Well, maybe being homeless won’t be so bad after all,” he said, folding his arms on the table in front of him and putting his head down.
  

  
    He was all done crying, apparently, because his eyes stayed completely dry. In fact, he realized, he was starting to feel something unexpected: relief. He’d been worried about what would happen if he ever got caught for so long. And now it was finally happening. He didn’t know how it was going to end, but the process had begun. Maybe he could relax for a few hours and face his fate like a man. Whatever the hell that meant. Desmond didn’t know. Maybe it just meant being calm when the hammer came down.
  

  
    It was going to be difficult for him to maintain his feeling of serenity, though, with the news guys yelling at each other. “Can you turn that off, or at least mute it or something?” he said to Kel, who tapped a button on the remote control. The screaming idiots were blessedly silent.
  

  “Any of you ever get kicked out of the house? Had to live on the street?” Desmond asked.

  “Nah,” Kel said.

  
    “It’s been close a couple times, but no,” Kaitlynne said. She was pacing relentlessly back and forth, looking obsessively at her phone like that was going to make the service come back.
  

  “Not really,” Ashley said.

  “But kind of?” Desmond asked.

  
    Ashley sat up in the booth, glancing over her shoulder at the window. “Should we like, I don’t know, close the shades or something? I mean, if people are shooting through windows.”
  

  “It’s a good idea,” Kaitlynne said, “But you don’t want to go stand there and–”

  
    Kel shot out of his seat and ran into the kitchen. “I’ve seen the staff do this,” he said. “There’s a switch in here somewhere…”
  

  
    All the lights over the booths went on. And then off. A fan started blowing in the kitchen and then stopped. The kitchen lights went out and back on. And then, finally, the shades on the windows all began to slide down at once. “I knew it was one of those,” Kel said, walking back to the booth where he’d been laying down.
  

  “So,” Desmond said. “You were going to explain how you ‘kind of’ got kicked out of the house,” he said to Ashley. Not that he thought she’d have any kind of useful advice for him, but at this point he was just curious about how you kind of get kicked out of the house.

  “I–I mean, it’s not really a big deal,” Ashley said. “I came home like an hour after curfew, and…I was drunk and my dad told me to get the hell out of his house if I couldn’t respect his rules, shit like that. So I left.”

  “And where’d you go?” Desmond asked.

  
    Ashley blushed. “Well, it was like the middle of the night, and it was snowing. So I just went into the garage and slept in the back of the car. “
  

  
    Desmond laughed, and Kaitlynne shook her head. “Hey!” Ashley said. “It was cold that night! I could totally see my breath in that car!” 
  

  “But,” Desmond said, “it’s not like you had to learn to survive on the streets.”

  “Neither will your rich ass,” Kel said. “You driving a thirty thousand dollar car there, bro. Just sell that shit and get an apartment!”

  “It’s leased!” Desmond said. There was a momentary pause before everyone laughed at him. He shook his head at his own stupidity. He walked right into that. Well, let them think he was a rich boy who had it made. They were half right.

  “So, like, I have a real question,” Kel said. “What about your church? Like aren’t y’all supposed to forgive people and like help a poor sinner out and shit like that?”

  “Not a sinner like me,” Desmond said. “Believe that.”

  
    Kaitlynne kept pacing, running her hands through her hair. She looked up at Desmond. “I just–like there is legit a guy with a gun shooting at people out there, and I’m trying real hard not to be an asshole, you know, but I just can’t make myself feel any sympathy for you. You are going to be 
    
      fine.
    
    You live in like one of the richest towns in the state. You got the kind of parents who buy–sorry,
    
      lease
    
    –an Infiniti for you. They might make your life a little harder, but they are 
    
      not
    
    putting you on the street.”
  

  
    Desmond thought about that. Kaitlynne didn’t know anything about his parents, obviously, and they were strict, but every parent expected the sheep to stray a little bit, right? Desmond had just never tested that. His sister Crystal, though–she talked back all the time, and was always in JUG–Justice Under God–after school, and she hadn’t been kicked out of the house. Of course, she was only fourteen.
  

  “You don’t know that. And neither do I. I’m just trying to prepare for the worst case scenario.”

  
    Kaitlynne stopped pacing. “Well, you know what? I respect that. That’s how I live my whole life. So far it’s paying off okay. Things are going completely to shit right now, but we have a plan for when everything goes to shit because I took the time and energy to imagine what to do when everything went to shit.” 
  

  
    And Desmond did feel bad for saying she was a liar. Even though Ashley had no call to go running Kaitlynne to tell her that. “I’m…I’m sorry,” he said, and Kaitlynne looked up and stopped pacing. “I’m sorry for saying you were lying,” he said, shame heating up his face. He really was a terrible Christian. If he was a Christian at all. He was a little confused on that point. But whatever he was, he still believed you should try to be a good person. You should try to be kind. You should forgive people so that you too can be forgiven when you screw up, which you will. “I was upset and mean and only thinking about myself,” he said. “I can see how much you care about your sister. It’s all over your face.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne sat down and said, “Thank you,” in a small, choked voice. “People don’t…except for Nicki, people don’t apologize to me.” 
  

  
    Desmond smiled. “Well, a person just did. Do you want to–I know you’re not a Christian, but do you want–I can say a prayer. If you want. For your sister.”
  

  “And us,” Kel added.

  
    Desmond looked at him. “Do you even believe in anything?”
  

  
    Kel put a hand in his hair and squeezed. He clearly didn’t even know he was doing it. But Desmond understood now why Kel always looked like he just woke up. “I mean,” Kel said, “I don’t know what I believe. But I know if you’re playing D&D and one of your characters is a cleric–that means they serve a particular god–they can bless all the weapons. That’s plus two to attack rolls–” Desmond had no idea what Kel was talking about, but he also didn’t really want Kel to explain it– “and here’s the thing. It works whether the rest of the party serves that god or not. Right? It just works. So I mean yeah, probably I don’t think there’s a God, but what if there is? I’m not gonna say no to her help in this situation. You feel?”
  

  “To be honest, no. Not at all. But mostly because I don’t understand a word you’re saying.” Kel opened his mouth to speak, but Desmond cut him off. “Don’t–don’t explain. But yeah, fine, come over here and we’ll pray for all of us. We definitely need it.”

  
    Kel sat in the booth next to Kaitlynne. Desmond looked over at Ashley, sitting by herself two tables away. “Do you want–” he said.
  

  “All set,” she said, sounding annoyed. Desmond decided he couldn’t worry about that. He closed his eyes and held out his hands. He stayed that for a second, then opened his eyes and looked at Kel and Kaitlynne, who were looking at him. “Um. We’re supposed to join hands,” he said. They slowly and uncomfortably reached out and took his hands. He sighed. “Each other too,” he said, and they joined hands, each looking like they might catch something especially horrible from touching the other. “Okay,” Desmond said, closing his eyes. He took a deep breath. “Dear Lord,” he said, “we come to you with open hearts. We ask your forgiveness for our sins. We thank you for the gift of this day.. Lord, please watch over Kaitlynne’s sister–”

  “Nicki,” Kaitlynne said.

  “Lord, watch over Nicki and keep her safe. Watch over us all. Lord, please put your spirit of healing, mercy, and kindness into the heart of the man with the gun. We thank you for bringing us together this day, and we ask that you watch over us in this troubled time.”

  “And please,” Kel broke in, “put that mercy and kindness into the hearts of Desmond’s parents too, because Lord, this brother is notready to live on the street.”

  
    Desmond laughed. “Amen,” he said.
  

  “Amen,” Kel and Kaitlynne repeated.
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Ashley


  
  
    Ashley looked at Kel and Kaitlynne holding hands with Desmond while he mumbled. Hypocrites. She couldn’t stand that. She was scared too, but she wasn’t about to go pretend Desmond’s imaginary friend was real just because there was an asshole with a gun running around. Or maybe just sitting there. Whatever. Nothing that happened would change the truth Ashley had learned as a kid: you’re on your own. Nobody was going to look out for you–especially God–so you had to look out for yourself.
  

  
    Ashley remembered her first communion–the dress, the cake, the party, the tasteless cracker–and the time when she believed in that way that only little kids can believe. Well, she’d believed in Santa too, and look how that turned out.
  

  
    She had knelt by her bed every night, praying. Please make Daddy better. Please. That hadn’t exactly worked out. And right around the time that Father Tim went away to wherever they sent those priests, and Kevin O’Toole who was in her bio class had gone away to McLean Psychiatric Center, Ashley had come home late one night. An hour after curfew not because she’d been drinking but because she fell asleep on Melissa’s couch watching Mean Girls for the hundredth time. She added the booze in the retelling because at least if that had been true the whole thing might have made a little more sense. A little.
  

  
    She’d sneaked in the door, closing it so slowly that it only made the softest, slightest click. She’d taken off her shoes and crept up the stairs.But she’d miscalculated trying to skip the seventh step, coming down on it extra hard, and it had let out a loud creak.
  

  
    “Is some whore trying to sneak into my house?” Dad had bellowed from the kitchen.
  

  
    Ashley’s stomach had turned to ice. She tried to think–would it be better to run upstairs and slide into pjs as quickly as possible and try to lie her way out of it?
  

  
    “Get in here, young lady!” Mom had yelled.
  

  
    And so Ashley padded to the kitchen. Dad had been there, his face beet red. “Where the fuck have you been?” he yelled. Ashley had seen Dad drunk and angry enough times to know that tears were her best defense.
  

  
    Which was a good thing because she was crying anyway. “I’m so sorry, Daddy, I was at Melissa’s watching a movie and I fell asleep and–”
  

  
    “Phone.” Dad had said, holding his hand out.
  

  
    Ashley had known better than to argue. She’d pulled her phone from her bag and placed it in his hand.
  

  
    He’d taken it, pressed the home button, and stared at her lock screen for a minute, like he was trying to remember the passcode he didn’t have. Then he threw her phone against the wall, shattering it and sending little pieces of glass and plastic flying everywhere. One had hit Ashley on the cheek. It stung a little. Ashley had continued to cry.
  

  
    “There,” Dad said, his voice quiet and calm. “You’ll have a harder time whoring around town without that. Now get the fuck out of my house.” He’d risen from the table. “I’m going to the bathroom,” he’d said to Mom. “If that–” he gestured at Ashley– “is still in my house when I get back, you’re the one who’s going to regret it.” He’d brushed past Ashley without even looking at her and gone upstairs.
  

  
    Ashley had looked at Mom with tears in her eyes. “Mommy?” she’d said. “We can both go. You don’t have to–”
  

  
    “Shut up and get out,” Mom had said. “You ruin everything.”
  

  
    It had been snowing–Ashley had told the truth about that–and she’d put her shoes on and run out of the house. Into the garage, where she’d gotten into Mom’s Chrysler Town & Country minivan, crouching on the floor between the second and third row of seats and wishing for the inside light to go out before anyone came out to check.
  

  
    Two very long minutes later, the interior light had finally gone out. 
  

  
    Ashley had huddled there on the floor all night, but she hadn’t actually slept. Or not much, anyway. Mostly she had just cried and remembered all the times she’d prayed for Daddy to get better. And when it became clear that that was never going to happen, she’d started to pray for Mommy to take her and Jeremy away. Jeremy went away to college, but Mom and Ashley had stayed.
  

  
    That was the night, with her breath making clouds in front of her and nobody coming to help or caring if she lived or died, that Ashley realized that God, like Santa, was a bad joke. She was on her own.
  

  
    Just like she was now. The little prayer group broke up and Kaitlynne bolted away from the table and went into the kitchen. Ashley got up and followed her. 
  

  
    Kaitlynne was messing with the coffee maker. “Hey,” she said. “Just making some more coffee, because apparently I’m not nervous and jittery enough.”
  

  
    “They have a smoothie bar,” Ashley said. “So you could have some juice with protein powder and chia seeds or some shit.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne smiled. “Nah. Thanks. I really like coffee.” She popped a filter in a basket and examined a bunch of bags of coffee. “What do you think?” she asked. “Hazelnut?”
  

  
    “I mean,” Ashley said, “I’m gonna have it with so much milk and sugar and ice that it doesn’t really matter to me.”
  

  
    “Hazelnut it is, then,” Kaitlynne said, tearing open the bag and dumping the contents into a filter. She hit the red button on the machine. “I know what you’re thinking,” She said.
  

  
    “What’s that?”” Ashley said.
  

  
    “You’re thinking,’ does she really believe that God stuff?’ and no. I don’t. But I just–it was really nice to hear Nicki’s name come out of his mouth. Made me feel like I wasn’t carrying the whole thing all on my own. I thought it might calm me down. And it did. But only for like ten seconds.”
  

  “You’re wrong,” Ashley said, a little bit loud because the coffee maker had started gurgling.

  
    “What do you mean?” Kaitlynne asked.
  

  
    “I mean, that wasn’t what I was thinking. I was actually thinking, ‘this girl is freaking out and possessing with intent to distribute, so why doesn’t she smoke up and chill out?’”
  

  
    Kaitlynne smiled. “That’s not in the business plan,” she said. “And anyway, I don’t smoke. Or drink. Or anything.”
  

  
    Ashley tried to imagine what it would be like to get through a whole week at her house without a little something to help her. Brutal. She and Callie usually had a celebratory smoke on Thursday afternoon, and then it was whatever was being served or passed around at parties on Friday and Saturday nights. What if she cut all that out of her life? What would she look forward to? What would make her life suck less? Exercise was okay–that definitely helped during the week, but it wasn’t enough. Then again, neither was the weed and the booze. “What’s it like?” Ashley said. “Not doing any of that?”
  

  
    “I mean, I have nothing to compare it to, so I don’t know. But judging by what I’ve seen? I don’t puke or fall down. I don’t wake up feeling like shit. I don’t sit around talking about stupid shit and thinking it’s deep and then forgetting about it. I don’t eat a whole box of Oreos at 2 in the morning.” She paused. “I do eat a lot of Taco Bell, though. Like, a lot. But I get it free. Free food is good food, especially on my budget. But I never sit there raving about how awesome Taco Bell is. Does weed make it taste better?”
  

  
    Ashley laughed. “Not gonna lie,” she said. “It totally does.”
  

  
    “Hmm.. Well, maybe I’ll try it someday then,” Kaitlynne said. “But not until I move out.”
  

  
    “Your parents wicked strict?”
  

  
    Kaitlynne laughed. “No. I definitely wouldn’t say that. I just–me and my sister need to get out. Which means first and last, security deposit, plus whatever I need to pay a lawyer so I can get custody.” Kaitlynne stopped talking, looking embarrassed. Ashley knew Kaitlynne had just broken a rule: you never talk about what happens at home. Ashley had the same rule. When people asked if they could come over and hang out, she’d always say her parents were re-doing the kitchen, or the cable was out, or something, but never, “the last time I had someone over my Dad was drunk and called us cunts and I was so embarrassed I wanted to die on the spot, so nobody ever comes over.”
  

  
    She knew Kaitlynne was dreading Ashley asking why she wanted custody of her sister. But Ashley knew better than to ask. “You know where the milk is?” she said. “I feel like a 
    
      large
    
    iced coffee. With like 6 sugars.”
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Kel


  
  
    Kaitlynne fled, and Kel sat there in the booth across from Desmond, whose eyes were still closed. Kel felt awkward. What were you supposed to do in a situation like this? It wasn’t like he prayed regularly, or ever. So he thought when the amen came, you were done. But Desmond didn’t seem to be done.
  

  
    As quietly as he could, Kel slid out of the booth. He could hear the girls talking in the kitchen, but not what they were saying. He didn’t want to interrupt them. He kind of wanted to peek out the window to see what was happening, but he’d seen enough movies to know what happens to the person who decides they just have to take a peek at the thing they’re not supposed to look at. His head would explode in a red mist and everyone would scream.
  

  
    He thought maybe it was rude to turn the TV’s sound back on while Desmond was doing whatever he was doing, but screw it: this wasn’t a church. 
  

  
    He grabbed the remote that was chained to the table under the TV and turned it on.
  

  “We now have reports of more shots fired on the campus of Miskatonic University,” the news guy said. 

  
    Everybody else still seemed busy, and Kel didn’t know whether to interrupt them with this. On the one hand, the fact that more shots had been fired was important. On the other hand, the fact that someone was shooting wasn’t new information. And Kel didn’t want to feel any more like the annoying little brother than he already did. It was weird: when he was gaming with college students–juniors and seniors too, not just the people he knew from high school–he felt like an equal. Hell, he ran the game last night. Nobody looked at him like he was just a kid. But these people. Desmond was dealing with some serious shit, or, more accurately, lived with parents who made trivial shit seem serious. Sneaking out to get laid? Desmond’s parents should be happy. Every time Kel got on the bus to got to Miskatonic, his mom would deposit condoms in his bag, and there they would stay, unused. And then not when he got home, but at some point during the week, Mom would very un-subtly ask if there were any special girls at Miskatonic and remind him to be careful.
  

  
    All of which just had the effect of reminding him that no girls had ever shown any interest, except for that one time. Which didn’t really count, in Kel’s opinion, because real interest is expressed when sober.
  

  
    So here he was, with a bunch of people he didn’t fit in with. Kind of like every day at school. Which was something he didn’t really want to think about. Because once that started, he’d get his usual Sunday depression.
  

  
    With some effort, Kel yanked his brain away from school and the five long days until he could get back here (assuming he got out of here alive today) and the two long years before he could get out of high school forever and never think about it again. Yep–he needed something else to think about, so everybody else was getting a news update whether they wanted one or not.
  

  “Yo!” he yelled. “Guys! More shots!” Desmond’s eyes snapped open, and he scooted out of his booth and came over to where Kel was standing. Kaitlynne and Ashley wandered out of the kitchen–Kaitlynne had a cup of steaming coffee in her hand, and Ashley had a gigantic soda glass full of ice and a little bit of light brown liquid.

  
    The news was showing a 3D map of campus. The camera zoomed over it, and buildings all over campus lit up red.
  

  “As you can see,” the news lady said, “we have unconfirmed reports of shots fired in buildings all over the Miskatonic campus. Most of these reports are coming from social media sites. As you can see–” somebody’s Instagram account came up on screen– ”we do have a few pictures of bullet holes in what appear to be dorm windows. Again, I have to stress that these are unconfirmed reports posted on social media, and so we need to be careful about assuming that they are actually from this morning. But the sheer volume of photos..” she kept talking, and the pictures of windows with bullet holes in them scrolled by on the screen.

  “Shit,” Ashley said.

  “We don’t know if there have been any additional injuries. We’re currently waiting on a statement from University Police, but–”

  “Bridget,” another voice said, and the camera turned from the beautiful Asian woman who didn’t look much like any of the Bridgets Kel knew (but then he really should know better than anybody that appearances don’t tell the whole story) over to an old white guy with a neatly-trimmed gray beard covering his paunchy face. 

  “We have some new information,” the white guy said. “State Police just a few minutes ago closed the airspace over Miskatonic, but before that happened, our copter captured the following video. Now this, what we’re looking at here, is the roof of the student center right in the middle of campus.”

  
    Kel looked around to see if everybody else was thinking “oh, shiiiiiiiit.” Based on the looks on their faces, he concluded that they were.
  

  “Okay, now we’re going to pause the video here and zoom in,” white news guy said. “Okay, now what we’re looking at here is a cooling unit on the roof. Now it’s difficult because of the resolution, but this–” he drew a circle around part of the image– “could very well be a muzzle flash. I know from the footage I shot in Iraq and Afghanistan that muzzle flashes on video often look like this. And now look here, behind the unit–”he drew another circle– “are these boots? Are we looking at a sniper-type situation, or–”

  
    Ashley grabbed the remote and shut the TV off.
  

  “What the hell?” Kel said.

  “It was freaking me out.”

  “Yeah, well, this is a pretty freaky situation,” Kel said and then realized what he’d said. “And not in a, like 70’s R&B way.”

  
    Everybody looked at him like he had three heads. Stupid–usually he was able to remember that most people didn’t obsessively listen to their dad’s record collection. “Anyway,” Kel continued, “We don’t even know if that–” he gestured at the black rectangle of the TV– “is bullshit or not.”
  

  “Doesn’t matter,” Kaitlynne said. “We have to act like it’s not bullshit. There’s no downside to taking it seriously if it’s not real, but if it is real and we don’t take it seriously…”

  
    Well, that was probably true. They had to make the choice that was least likely to get them killed. 
  

  “We have to get out of here,” Desmond said.

  “Dude, you are missing church today,” Kel said, “get the fuck over it. If this guy is on the roof, he will definitely shoot at someone running on the ground.”

  “Not if he’s facing another direction,” Desmond said.

  “Great. So you’ve got a 25% chance of dying. Still terrible odds.” Funny–if he had to roll a 6 or higher on a 20-sided die in D&D, he’d consider that a nearly sure thing. But this wasn’t a game, and he was pretty sure no one in this particular party knew the resurrection spell. 

  “Ashley sat down in a booth. “I can’t breathe,” she said. Kel reached into his bag and found his inhaler between his dice bag and the deodorant he’d bought this morning, which seemed like about a year ago. He held the inhaler out to Ashley. “Want a puff? Two puffs?”

  
    Ashley shook her head, then said, in a strangled voice, “Thanks. I can breathe. I just can’t breathe,” she said.
  

  “Okay. Makes perfect sense to me,” Kel said, looking at Kaitlynne and Desmond for confirmation that he wasn’t the weird one here.

  “It does,” Desmond said. “Her airways are clear. She just can’t catch her breath. It’s a panic attack. I get them too. It’s not asthma–it’s just like your heart is pounding really fast and you can breathe, but it doesn’t feel like it’s working.” He reached down and put a hand on Ashley’s shoulder. “Can I sit next to you?” he asked. Ashley nodded her head yes and scooted over. 

  “I’m just gonna say Psalm 23, okay? It helps me sometimes when I have a panic attack. You don’t have to believe it. Don’t even listen to the words if you don’t want. Just listen to the sound of my voice. It’s just a poem about not being alone. The Lord is my shepherd,” he started, and Kaitlynne caught Kel’s eyes, jerking her head to indicate that they should move away.

  
    Kel looked back, quizzically. This was obviously something Desmond felt comfortable doing in front of people. So it wasn’t like some big private moment. But then Desmond said something about “your rod” comforting him, and Kel had to run to the other end of the room, giggling into his hand. 
  

  
    Kaitlynne followed him. He looked for amusement on her face and saw none. “Did you– did you know the part about God’s Rod was coming up? Who knew the Bible was so dirty?”
  

  “Are you twelve years old?” Kaitlynne said. “I wanted to talk to you because she’s losing her shit and he thinks he’s gonna help her find it, and we’ve got to figure out what the fuck to do about the fact that we’re in a building with a guy with a gun on the roof.”

  
    Kel looked over at Desmond and Ashley. Damn, the guy was smooth. Kel wondered for a second if he should pretend to be religious. It seemed to lead to hand holding, and might make girls look at him as a challenge they had to conquer. But even if he could convincingly fake being religious, he still wouldn’t be as good-looking, tall, or built as Desmond. And he was damn sure never gonna need no Magnum condom. He sighed and took a second to hate himself: his actual life was on the line, and even now he couldn’t stop thinking about sex. If anything, he was thinking about it even more than usual. 
  

  
    He brought himself back. “Okay,” he said. “So the good news if he’s on the roof is that this is pretty much the only building on campus where we’re guaranteed not to get shot through the window.”
  

  “Unless there’s two,” Kaitlynne said.

  “Yeah, but there’s never two,” Kel said. “It’s always a loner with–”

  “Columbine,” Kaitlynne said. “There were two.”

  “Okay. So we still have to be careful around the windows. Maybe we can block the roof access somehow.”

  “And what happens if the guy with the gun decides he’s coming down the steps before we’re done barricading him up there?”

  “Um,” Kel said. “Then we die?” As he said this, his brain played a terrible trick on him. He thought for a second about the fact that this was real, that there was an actual guy with actual firearms who would actually kill them all if he got the chance. Fuck. Kel tried to think of it like a game, but he couldn’t get past the fact that they had no weapons, no spells, no armor, no healing potions, none of the things they’d have in a game that would help them survive this. They were screwed.

  
    No. Not necessarily. They had a couple of advantages. The shooter didn’t know they were here, for one. Great. But how did that help them?
  

  “Right,” Kaitlynne said. “We can’t take the fight to the shooter, and we can’t leave. So we just have to find a really good place to hide.”
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Kaitlynne


  
  
    She knew a lot about hiding. She’d helped Nicki find her spot, the place she could go when Mom was dopesick enough to be scary but not dopesick enough to lie on the couch shivering. Kaitlynne always tried to make sure she got the worst of it from Mom, but she knew Nicki needed a safe place in case…well, in case something like today happened.
  

  
    In the basement of their building, every unit had a storage area–a little part of the basement with plywood walls and a padlock on the chainlink door at the front.
  

  
    Kaitlynne had replaced Mom’s padlock with one that Mom didn’t have the combination for; Mom never found out because there was nothing left in their storage area except for a bunch of boxes of Kaitlynne and Nicki’s old baby stuff that was covered in two infancies’ worth of puke and shit and that you literally couldn’t give away. Everything else had been sold off long ago.
  

  
    It was simple to reach through the chain link and unlock the padlock from the inside, so whenever Nicki didn’t feel safe, she could go down and lock herself in. Kaitlynne had stocked the storage area behind the boxes of baby stuff with a sleeping bag, pillow, flashlight, portable phone battery, water, snacks and even a plastic bowl for Nicki to pee in, if it came to that, which it probably would today.
  

  
    But right now she had to stop thinking about Nicki and start thinking about herself. And Kel and Desmond and Ashley, since they were all in much more immediate danger than Nicki was. Nicki was safe, she reminded herself, and tried really hard to believe it.
  

  
    “Does this building have a basement?” she asked.
  

  
    “I don’t know,” Kel said. 
  

  
    “We need something like your club’s room upstairs. Somewhere we can get into that nobody else can. Only not upstairs. Somewhere as far from the shooter as we can get.
  

  
    Kel cocked his head. “There’s the walk-in freezer,” he said. “But that’s a freezer. And it doesn’t lock from the inside. Though somebody could lock us in there. Yeah, that’s a terrible idea.”
  

  
    “What about like a janitor’s closet or something?” Kaitlynne said. “They have to clean this place. And they have to keep the vacuum cleaners somewhere.”
  

  
    “But how do we get in if it’s locked?” Kel asked. “I mean, I assume they lock all that stuff up, though I don’t know who’s gonna steal a vacuum cleaner and some windex.”
  

  
    “I don’t know how we’ll get in,” Kaitlynne said. “But the first thing we have to do is find the place. Then we’ll worry about how to get in. You can me can scout around while those two are trying not to panic.”
  

  
    “Nope,” Kel said. “You don’t split the party. One of the biggest rules of D&D, but I think it probably applies here. You don’t want to walk into danger with people missing. And, anyway, have you ever even seen a horror movie? You know what happens right after some genius says, ‘let’s split up’?”
  

  
    “The black guy gets killed?”
  

  
    “Every goddamn time! And not just the black guy! The black guy with jokes! Which automatically means me and not Desmond. My white mom ain’t gonna protect me from that shit!”
  

  
    Kaitlynne was surprised and almost blurted out, “you have a white mom?” before realizing that Kel’s background was not the most important thing happening here. “Fine,” she said. “Let’s collect Ashley and Desmond and get moving.” She wondered if Desmond’s prayer had been enough to calm Ashley down. Kaitlynne herself had never prayed, but Mom had, during one of the many short stretches of time when she got clean. Prayed all the time and talked about how God was putting her on the right path and with His help she was gonna be the kind of mother her kids deserved. So much for that. Still, Kaitlynne had felt a little better when Desmond had prayed for Nicki. Not so much because she thought God was suddenly going to develop an interest in her family as because it was nice to feel like she didn’t have to carry all her worry by herself. Desmond and Kel both knew Nicki’s name and had joined her in hoping that Nicki was safe. It wasn’t much, but it was something.
  

  
    So maybe praying would help Ashley be functional enough to walk around. If not, Kaitlynne had a couple of medicinal solutions that might help. Which would cut into her profits, but the dipshit who got her stuck here by not being where he was supposed to be definitely owed her. He’d be lucky to get half what he paid for. 
  

  
    Kaitlynne and Kel walked over to the booth where Ashley and Desmond were sitting. Both Ashley and Desmond had their eyes open, and they weren’t holding hands or anything. Ashley looked a little bit better, but she was still panting like a dog in the summertime. “Okay,” Kaitlynne said, “so we have to move. We can’t stay here.”
  

  
    “Where to?” Ashley asked. Kaitlynne was grateful that Ashley didn’t give her any shit about why do we have to move, I like it here, blah blah. 
  

  
    “We don’t know yet,” Kaitlynne said. “We need to find a place.”
  

  
    Ashley pushed out a long, loud breath and said, “okay.” She slid out of the booth and stood up, and Desmond followed.
  

  
    “So, kingk3l01,” Kaitlynne said. “You wanna take point?”
  

  
    “Not at 
    
      all,
    
    ” Kel said. “But for you, TashaSting00, I shall.” He headed toward the exit, since there was nothing behind the counter except the walk-in freezer, which, as they’d discussed, was a really terrible place to hide.
  

  
    Out in the atrium, Kel stopped and looked up. So did everybody else. Kaitlynne didn’t see anything or hear anything up there. Kel moved to the right, toward the convenience store. Which gave Kaitlynne an idea. She went running ahead and looked behind the counter. And there, just as she’d hoped, was a big bag belonging to the lady who’d given Kaitlynne a Newport that she’d never gotten a chance to smoke. And clipped to the bag was a Miskatonic University Staff ID. Kaitlynne unclipped it and looked at it.
  

  
    “Flor Ruiz,” she said. “Thanks. For the ID 
    
      and
    
    the cigarette.” 
  

  
    “What are you going to do with that?” Desmond said. “Show it to the security guard who isn’t here?”
  

  
    “RFID, my friend,” Kel said. “Radio Frequency Identification. All the ID cards have a chip embedded in them–like a Charlie card.”
  

  
    “What’s a Charlie Card?” Desmond said.
  

  
    “Seriously?” Kel said. “Bro, I know you live in St. Albans, but you have never gone into Boston and ridden the T?” Desmond shook his head. “Sheltered motherfucker,” Kel said. “Anyway, you can slap the card against a little panel to open doors. Just like us poor folks do to get on the MBTA. So if we find an employees-only door, the ID might open it.” He looked at Kaitlynne. “Let’s try the elevator. Students in JoTo have to badge in to their floors.”
  

  
    “The fuck is Joto?” Kaitlynne asked.
  

  
    “Johnson Tower,” Kel said. “Eighteen stories of hormones and intoxicants over at the north end of campus. It’s where I was last night.”
  

  
    “Did you…get any?” Ashley wheezed out. They all looked at her. Kaitlynne figured Ashley must be feeling at least a little better if she was asking a question like that.
  

  
    “If by ‘any,’ you mean enjoyment at running and adventure I wrote myself and having all my players compliment me on how good it was, then yes. They beat my mind flayer.”
  

  
    “Is that…nerd talk for a hand job?” Ashley said. Her voice was getting stronger. 
  

  
    “It is not, although now that you mention it, The Mind Flayer might be an appropriate name for my–”
  

  
    “OK, we can talk about how Kel’s not getting any as soon as we find a fucking place to hide,” Kaitlynne barked as she headed toward the elevator. She wasn’t sure which was bugging her more–the fact that these idiots were bantering when they needed to be focused on hiding, or the fact that they were bantering about getting some, which Kaitlynne found an inherently depressing topic. It wasn’t like she wasn’t interested: she got horny sometimes, like everybody, and drunk and/or high customers at Taco Bell would flirt with her–girls and boys, and she flirted right back, but the idea of letting a person, a real person, not a photoshopped celebrity fantasy, get physically close to her was terrifying. And gross.
  

  
    Well, anyway, her days were pretty full from the time she got up until she fell into bed, except for the eight nonstop hours of Call of Duty on her day off, so she didn’t really have time for a relationship until she and Nicki moved out, and, let’s face it, probably not even then. She could probably take a break at work and go make out with some wasted customer, but the idea of standing out by the dumpster and kissing someone with booze and chalupa breath was just about the most disgusting thing she could think of. 
  

  
    She reached the bank of elevators and saw that there was a down button, which seemed to indicate that there was actually a basement. She pressed it, and the elevator opened with a DING that echoed through the atrium. Kaitlynne looked up to the upper floors, heart pounding, looking for something to dive behind if the bullets started flying. Elevator. Bulletproof metal box. She ran inside and flattened herself against the front wall to the right of the door, where the buttons were. She hadn’t seen any sniper-ish people when she looked up, but you really couldn’t be too careful in a situation like this. 
  

  
    Kel, Desmond, and Ashley came walking into the elevator like there was nothing wrong. Which there currently wasn’t. But still.
  

  
    “Um,” Kel said.
  

  
    “What?” Kaitlynne said as the elevator doors slid shut.
  

  
    “You’re kinda blocking the buttons,” he said.
  

  
    Kaitlynne moved away and looked at the buttons. 3, 2, 1, B, B2. “B2,” she said. “That’s definitely what we want. She pressed it and nothing happened. Then she slapped Flor Ruiz’s ID against the little gray panel with the red light on top of it. The red light turned green, and she pressed B2 again. The button lit up and the elevator lurched down.
  

  
    She had no idea what to expect in a sub-basement. Lots of pipes and steam and stuff, like in a horror movie? Toxic waste? What was so horrible that you had to put it in a basement under the basement?
  

  
    The elevator stopped, and Kaitlynne had a moment of irrational terror that the shooter was going to be standing right outside the door ready to kill them. Even though it would have been impossible for him to shoot people all over campus from a perch in the sub-basement.
  

  
    The doors opened into complete darkness. “Okay, creepy,” Ashley said. Kaitlynne wouldn’t have said it out loud, but she agreed. Nobody got out of the elevator, but Kel turned on his phone flashlight and held it facing the darkness. Kaitlynne could see a floor with some industrial carpet, and, just at the edge of the light, a couch. 
  

  
    “Well, at least there’s a couch,” Kel said, stepping out of the elevator. As he did, fluorescent lights flickered on, apparently triggered by a motion sensor. They revealed another couch, a pool table, a foosball table, a bunch of old video game machines, and, painted on the cinderblock wall opposite them, the words “Welcome to the Pit!”
  

  
    “The pit is right, “Ashley said. This place is a shithole.”
  

  
    They all stepped out of the elevator, and the door closed behind them. “What
    
      is
    
    this place?” Desmond asked.
  

  
    “Game room, bruh!” Kel said. “You know, before they had playstations or even N64s…”
  

  
    “They had these,” Kaitlynne said, forgetting everything for a minute as she approached a cabinet that said SINISTAR. “Dude,” she said to Kel. “This game is legendary. Supposed to be the hardest game of all time.” She loved gaming. It was the only time she ever felt in control of anything. She couldn’t make anything in her life go the way she wanted, but she could rack up a kill ratio that was amazing.
  

  
    “Does it have 2 player?” Kel asked. “Cause I will beat your ass like you stole something.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne smiled. This kid had no idea what was about to hit him. “Bring it, bitch!” she said.
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Desmond


  
  
    Kaitlynne and Kel were running around one of the ancient video games, trying to figure out how to turn it on. 
  

  
    Desmond wandered around “The Pit.” Great name for it. No windows, and the dust of what looked like a couple of decades sitting on top of everything. There were posters on the wall, but Desmond didn’t recognize most of them. Fortunately, they had names on them. Duran Duran–bunch of pretty white boys with cool hair and stupid clothes. Prince–well, everybody knew Prince. And some extremely built blonde woman named Samantha Fox. he thought she looked kind of like Ashley, but he didn’t want to say that out loud and give Ashley the wrong idea. He looked over and saw that she was staring at him.
  

  
    Great. He didn’t want to hurt the girl’s feelings, but she was just not taking a hint. Well, she was objectively beautiful. Desmond guessed she didn’t get rejected too often.
  

  
    “Wanna shoot some pool?” she said. “I’m bored and scared.”
  

  
    Over against the wall, the game machine sprang to life, lighting up and bellowing “Beware! I live!” Kaitlynne and Kel high fived.
  

  “What about being quiet and not drawing any attention?” Desmond yelled at them over the din of the game. 

  “You’ve gotta badge in here, for one thing,” Kaitlynne said. “Also, we’re like at least 20 feet underground here. We’re basically invisible.”

  “And inaudible,” Kel added. “Hey–anybody got quarters?” He turned his empty pockets out. 

  “I don’t carry cash,” Desmond said.

  “I carry a lot of cash, but I don’t let people buy drugs with quarters,” Kaitlynne said. 

  
    Ashley dug into her bag. “I have…three dimes and two nickels? And some pennies?”
  

  
    Kel sat down on the floor. “Oh, man,” he said. “This is like that 
    
      Twilight Zone
    
    where the guy just wants some time to read and then he’s the last man on earth and he’s in a library and then
    
      his glasses break! 
    
  

  
    Desmond looked at Ashley and Kaitlynne, who shrugged. “I don’t have any idea what you’re talk–” Desmond began.
  

  “Seriously?” Kel said. “You’ve never watched a Twilight Zonemarathon? They have ‘em on at least twice a year, showing them all weekend. My dad used to love that shit. We would…well.”

  “It’s almost like we have actual things to do on the weekends,” Ashley said.

  “Yeah, that’s why your asses are all here with me in the place where the 80’s came to die,” Kel said. 

  
    Ashley laughed.”Well, that’s fair. “It is pretty gross down here,” she said. “I wonder how long it’s been since anybody used it.”
  

  “Well,” Kel said, “ That’s definitely Sign O’The Times-era Prince, so I’m gonna say 1987, maybe?”

  “I hunger!” The video game yelled.

  “Do you guys think you could turn that thing off?” Desmond said. “It’s mad annoying.”

  “Yeah, I got it,” Kaitlynne said.

  “Oh my God,” Ashley said to Desmond. “That’s like the first black sounding thing you’ve said all day!”

  
    Desmond suddenly felt very tired.
  

  “Shut the fuck up, okay?” he said. “Is that black enough for you?”

  “Whoa there!” Ashley said, palms up. “Would Jesus say something like that?”

  “Just. Seriously. Shut up. Stop talking,” Desmond said. This was even worse than school. At school he had to be The Black Guy all the time, had to be constantly reminded that he wasn’t like everybody else, but at least he didn’t have to defend himself for being Christian. Here, though, with these people? Every part of him was up for debate. Black enough? Christian enough? Too black? Too Christian?

  
    It was exhausting.
  

  “You’re really articulate!” at least one teacher told him every year, shocked that a black kid could express himself clearly. And then he had to be the authority on blackness in every class. “Desmond, what do youthink about Tom Robinson? About Jim? About Bigger Thomas? Desmond, what doyouthink of the news out of Ferguson?”

  
    Kel brought him out of his trance. 
  

  “Ashley,” he said, coming over and putting his light brown arm next to Desmond’s dark brown one. “This–” he gestured at Desmond, “is one dark, darkbrown motherfucker. He is on some serious African shit. You gonna question the man’s blackness cause of how hetalks? You know you’re not the authority on how black somebody is, right?”

  “Whatever,” Ashley said. “It’s not like I made this up. There is a black way to talk. That’s not racist. It’s just a fact. You don’t hear rappers all, ‘I note that your girlfriend placed a call to my cellular phone.’ They go ‘missed call from yo bitch.’”

  “Okay, okay, let’s not,” Kel began, then paused. “All right. Look. I am sure you get away with a lot in your life, but I’ma have to drop some wisdom on your ass right now,” Kel said.

  “See? Right now. You’re talking all extra black,” Ashley said.

  “There are just different ways of talking,” Kaitlynne said. “It’s not white or black. The white kids on this campus don’t sound like the townie trash.”

  “Is that how you think of yourself?” Desmond asked. “Trash? Garbage?”

  “Doesn’t fuckin matter whatIthink,” Kaitlynne said. “That’s what the worldthinks.”

  “Well, I feel you on that,” Desmond said to Kaitlynne while looking at Ashley and raising an eyebrow. He walked over and gave Kaitlynne a fist bump. “That,” he said, “is a typically black gesture.”

  
    Ashley rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Didn’t realize you were so sensitive.”
  

  
    Kel dropped onto the couch, sending up a plume of dust. He immediately started coughing. “Oh, shit! Blecch!” He coughed a few more times, then continued. “Anyway, it’s not about being sensitive. It’s about other people judging who you are. I get this shit all the time. White mom and I’m a geek, so not black enough for some people, bigass fro and dark skin, so too black for other people. You know how tiring that shit is? Does anybody ever question how white you are?”
  

  “No,” Ashley said. 

  “They do to the kids in town who talk black–or whatever,” Kaitlynne added. “At my school, or whatever, the school I used to go to. White kids get pissed about that, all ‘look in the mirror, you’re not black.’”

  “I mean, yeah,” Ashley said. “But that’s not me. Pretty much the definition of a white girl.”

  “Yep,” Kel said.

  
    Nobody said anything for a minute. And then Ashley said, “So, are we gonna play pool, or do we need to spend some more time talking about how black or white we all are or aren’t?”
  

  
    She grabbed the triangle off the wall and started putting the balls in. As soon as she removed the triangle, Kel said, “Nice rack.”
  

  
    Ashley glared at him. “You know what?” she said. “Let me drop some wisdom on 
    
      your
    
    ass. You don’t like people talking about your blackness? I don’t like people talking about my tits. I don’t like how every guy thinks he has a God-given right to talk about my body! And don’t even say it was just a joke or whatever. It’s not like I don’t know I have big tits. What the fuck is the point of pointing it out to me?”
  

  
    Kel looked like he’d been smacked. Good. About time somebody smacked him. “I. Um. Sorry.”
  

  
    Ashley continued staring at him without saying anything.
  

  “Can I ask you something, though?” Kaitlynne said. “I mean, about…those?”

  “Yes. You can politely ask me something. That is not the same as making the same dumbass joke I’ve already heard a zillion times.”

  
    “So, like, how do you do cheerleading with those things? Don’t they, like, hit you in the face? I mean, obviously–” she gestured at her own chest– “I got no idea.”
  

  
    “I get these, like, cast-iron sports bras,” Ashley said. “I have to order them on the internet.”
  

  
    “Kinda like my underwear,” Kel said. “Gotta keep the old mind-flayer in check, or–”
  

  
    “Will you just shut up?” Desmond said. “You are seriously one of the most annoying people I have ever met.”
  

  
    Kel grabbed a pool cue off the wall. “Then you, my friend, need to get out more,” he said. “I am, like, in the top 25%, probably, but definitely not in the top 10%.”
  

  
    “Not so sure about that,” Kaitlynne said, but she was smiling. 
  

  
    Desmond felt like jumping out of his skin. He couldn’t stay here talking about stupid stuff. He needed to get back to his life while he still had one to get back to. He didn’t want to talk about being black or not being black or anybody’s body parts, and Kel’s obsession with sex just made him uncomfortable. And now Ashley was smiling at him in a way he guessed was supposed to be flirtatious.
  

  
    “Okay,” she said. “Me and Desmond versus you two. Stripes and solids.”
  

  
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about, “ Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    Kel started explaining the game to her, and Ashley came over and handed Desmond a cue. “I’ll break,” she said, smiling. 
  

  
    She put the cue ball down on the table in front of her, and Desmond quickly moved to the side of the table. He knew there were sexual undertones going on here–all the bending over and stroking the sticks–and he did 
    
      not
    
    want to give Ashley the wrong idea.
  

  
    She sank two solid balls off the break, and Desmond allowed himself a smile. Maybe the game would be over quickly.
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Ashley


  
  
    Ashley had, since her breasts came in halfway through sixth grade, gotten pretty skilled at knowing when guys were checking her out. It was annoying and gross, especially when it was teachers, or her parents’ friends, or basically any pervy old man. But, on the other hand, she had been able to use it to her advantage sometimes. She was a horrible driver and had never gotten a ticket despite being pulled over six times. She almost never had to pay for her own booze or weed. And she got her pick of guys.
  

  
    Of course, the guys always turned out to be assholes, but Ashley figured all guys were assholes. At least she got the hot ones. 
  

  
    But, she had to admit, it looked like she wasn’t going to get Desmond. He wasn’t looking at all when she leaned over the table to take a shot. And, like 
    
      really
    
    not looking. Not like her calc teacher, sneaking a peek and then going out of his way to pretend she wasn’t in the room. Desmond was actually not looking.
  

  
    Well, whatever. At least they won the game. But that was only because of her. Desmond was just as hopeless as Kel and Kaitlynne.
  

  
    “Two out of three!” Kel shouted as Ashley sank her final shot–eight ball in the side pocket, just like she’d called it. “Team K is just getting warmed up!” He turned to Kaitlynne. “I assume you’re a K Kaitlynne and not a C Caitlyn,” he said. 
  

  
    “Yeah,” Kaitlynne said. “But I’m Kaitlynne, LYNNE, not LIN. My mom’s grandmothers were named Lynne and Katherine.”
  

  
    “I shall take note of that should I ever need to send you any correspondence. Or write you a check. Or whatever.”
  

  
    “My business is strictly cash only,” Kaitlynne said, smiling. Ashley envied them. They seemed like they were able to actually have fun without their worry eating them alive. 
  

  
    Not Desmond, though. His worry was all over his face, though who knew if it was worry about getting shot or whatever kind of trouble his super strict parents were going to have waiting for him at home. Ashley was glad her parents weren’t that strict, though she guessed that Desmond’s parents’ strictness meant they actually cared about him, even if it was in a twisted way. 
  

  
    She wished he wasn’t so damn mopey. She wanted to forget what was going on, why they were in some tomb of a rec room, but every time she looked at Desmond (which was pretty frequently–guys weren’t the only ones who looked) she was reminded about what was happening, that there was a real danger of getting shot. It was such a weird idea, so far from her normal life, that it was actually not that hard to pretend it wasn’t happening. Sure, she was in a dusty basement with a bunch of randos, but she’d been at parties where she’d wound up with a bunch of burnouts she didn’t know, listening to Phish on a bluetooth speaker, or watching some black and white movie that someone insisted was a classic, or doing shots and playing Cards Against Humanity. But knowing she was in the same building with someone who had a gun and wanted to use it to kill people? Yeah, that was new. And there was Desmond’s sour face to remind her that it was real.
  

  
    “You guys can play,” Ashley said. “I’m all set.”
  

  
    “So, what you’re saying is that you don’t want to play with us because we suck so bad that it’s not a challenge to beat us?” Kel asked. 
  

  
    “I didn’t 
    
      say
    
    that,” Ashley said, smiling.
  

  
    “Fine. I’ma practice up,” Kel said. “Kaitlynne, you wanna play?”
  

  
    “Only if you don’t make any stupid jokes about racks, balls, sticks, or holes.”
  

  
    Kel looked like he was actually considering whether it was worth it. “Fine,” he finally said.”I’ll r–um, make the billiard balls ready for the beginning of the game.”
  

  
    “You want me to break your balls?” Kaitlynne asked. Ashley smiled. About time somebody gave it back to him. 
  

  
    “Hey!” Kel objected. “That’s against the rules 
    
      you
    
    just established!”
  

  
    “Wrong,” Kaitlynne said. “I just said 
    
      you
    
    weren’t allowed to make jokes. I didn’t say anything about me.”
  

  
    Ashley turned to Desmond. He really needed to get that worried look off his face. “Foosball?” she asked. “Ping pong?”
  

  
    “Nah,” Desmond said. “But thanks. I’m just not really in a game playing mood.”
  

  
    “No shit,” Ashley said. “Honestly, neither am I. But I’m even less in a curl up in a corner and cry mood, and I feel like that’s what I’m gonna do if I don’t distract myself. “
  

  
    “Maybe you should,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “Thanks, dick!” Ashley said, turning away.
  

  
    Desmond got off the couch and ran over to her. “I didn’t–I’m sorry. I just mean that if you’re feeling bad, maybe you just need to cry for a few minutes. It’s not like that’s some big shameful thing. Kaitlynne and I have both cried already today. This is a really stressful situation.”
  

  
    Easy for you to say, Ashley thought. You don’t have any real problems. “Well, I can’t cry,” she said. 
  

  
    “Why not?” Desmond asked.
  

  
    “Because if I let myself start crying, I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to stop,” Ashley said, and as she did, she felt the corners of her eyes starting to sting. She bit her cheek until she tasted blood. The pain helped her brain to focus. For just a second, her whole consciousness was packed into a small wound on the inside of her cheek. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them back up. 
  

  
    “You okay?” Desmond asked.
  

  
    “I’m great,” Ashley said. “What about you?”
  

  
    “Not great,” he said. 
  

  
    “How come?” Ashley said. “Don’t you think God is gonna save you or whatever?”
  

  
    Desmond rolled his eyes. “I’m not having this conversation with you.” He turned and walked back over to the dusty couch.
  

  
    You goddamn well are having this conversation with me, Ashley thought. You are not gonna just leave me alone with my thoughts. She walked after him. “I’m not trying to dis your religion or whatever. I’m actually serious. Isn’t that what you prayed for? For God to like watch over you and keep you safe? So if you believe in God, don’t you think He’s gonna do it?”
  

  
    Desmond looked angry. Good. That was better than mopey. “”That’s not how it works,” he said. “I’m not in charge. God makes the plan, not me.”
  

  
    “So why ask?” Ashley said. She remembered asking and never getting an answer, so she stopped asking, which seemed like the only smart thing to do. “Like, if you think God is running shit, and He hears you but doesn’t care what you want, why even bother to ask anything? He’s gonna do whatever He wants anyway, right?”
  

  
    “You don’t understand,” Desmond said. “It just–sometimes it helps to remind yourself that you’re not the one in charge. That God’s running things, and that He’s with you. You’re not alone. You’re never alone.”
  

  
    What a crock of shit. Ashley didn’t know what she believed as far as God and Jesus or Whatever, but this was something she 
    
      knew
    
    . You’re on your own. Help isn’t coming. “Well, if God’s running things, He’s doing a shit job. Making people get shot today, for example.”
  

  “That’s not God,” Desmond said. “That’s people choosing to do evil.”

  “So, God’s in charge, except when He’s not. Is that right?”

  “No. He’s in charge. But people close their hearts to what He wants for them.”

  “But what about the people who got shot? Why didn’t God protect them? Some girl is just chilling in her room, and she takes a bullet in the..the…”

  “Femoral artery!” Kel yelled over from the pool table where he was busy missing a shot.

  “The femoral artery. Why didn’t God protect her from the evil in someone else’s heart?”

  “Maybe He did. There was someone in the room who knew how to save her life.”

  “So God sends nursing students because He can’t stop the shooter? Or because he doesn’t want to? Like, if he has the power to make nursing students appear, couldn’t He make the guy with the gun disappear? But He doesn’t want to? You know none of this makes any fucking sense, right?”

  
    Desmond was doing that thing again, pulsing his jaw muscles. “I can’t explain it. All I can say is that you’re looking at it wrong. It’s never gonna make sense in your head. It makes sense in your heart.”
  

  “The fuck does that even mean?” Ashley asked.”That’s like some bullshit your parents tell you when you’re little and you ask them a question they can’t answer.”

  “I honestly don’t care,” Desmond said. “Your relationship with God is for you to figure out. And no matter what you say, you’re not gonna argue me out of mine.”

  
    Ashley didn’t respond. She knew she wasn’t going to convince Desmond of anything. And it wasn’t his fault that Daddy never stopped drinking or that Mom loved Daddy more than she loved Ashley. So what if it was stupid to pray–lots of people did stupid shit, and Ashley wasn’t coming at all of them for it. 
  

  
    She plopped down in an upholstered chair that might have been red back in the 80’s. She was immediately covered in dust and spent a solid thirty seconds coughing.
  

  “Okay, fuck this,” Kaitlynne said, putting her pool cue back in the holder on the wall. “This game is ass, and it never ends.”

  “Come on!” Kel said. “We’ve only got…” he counted the balls left on the table. “Thirteen more balls to sink!”

  “There were only fifteen to start with,” Kaitlynne said. “I’m done.”

  “Ashley?” Kel said. “You wanna beat my ass? At pool, I mean. Or whatever: I’m open to new experiences. If that’s what you’re into, that is a place I am willing to go with you.”

  
    Ashley rolled her eyes. “You bore me,” she said. “There is like nothing to do down here, and it’s still better than listening to your desperate jokes.”
  

  “My jokes aren’t desperate,” Kel said. “I am!”

  “I know,” Ashley said. “Having sex point five of a time didn’t cure you of the desperation, huh?”

  “I mean, clearly no,” Kel replied.

  “How does that work exactly?” Kaitlynne said. “The point five.”

  “The answer is both complicated and humiliating,” Kel said.

  “Awesome,” Kaitlynne said, sitting on the couch next to Desmond. “This is way better than playing pool. Let’s hear it.”

  “Let’s not,” Desmond said. “I am completely uninterested in the disgusting details of–”

  “Well, I’m interested,” Ashley said. “Like, I know guys are fanatical about keeping score. And our friend here did not round up to one. Which I feel like almost any guy would do. So I’m curious about that right off the bat, but now that I know it’s humiliating…”

  
    Kel looked at Desmond and shrugged. “Looks like you’re outvoted,” he said. 
  

  
    Desmond looked really uncomfortable, and Ashley knew it made her a bad person, but she was kind of enjoying it. “I really. Do not. Want to hear this story,” he said.
  

  “Fine,” Ashley said, reaching into her bag. “Use my earbuds. Try not to get ‘em all waxy.”

  “I’m not–” Desmond started, but then he took the hot pink earbuds out of Ashley’s hand and plugged them into his phone and his ears. “Fine!” he said, though he really didn’t sound fine. 

  “I think it’s a good color on him,” Kel said. He was joking, but he was right. The bright pink looked amazing against Desmond’s dark skin. Was that racist?

  
    Kel stood in front of them, still holding his pool cue. Ashley thought of about four jokes about Kel’s holding something long and hard, but she didn’t want him to get mad and not tell the story, so she kept her mouth shut.
  

  “The time? Three short months ago. The place? Just a few short blocks from here. The event? Miskatonicon.”

  “What the hell is that?” Ashley asked.

  “It’s a house con,” Kel answered, like that explained anything. She looked at Kaitlynne, who shrugged. 

  
    Kel sighed. “It’s an event at someone’s house where there are a lot of different games, usually like three or four at a time. You sign up and play like three games in a day and it’s really fun, and then everybody eats pizza, and if you’re at Miskatonicon, there’s a lot of drinking at night because there just is.
  

  “So, if you are not used to drinking, as ya boi here is not, you might find yourself getting a little drunker than you had hoped.”

  
    Ashley nodded. She knew what that was like. From back in the ninth grade. She was now pretty good at knowing and staying within her limits, but it took trial and some painful error to get there. 
  

  “Ahem. So there’s this girl who’s clearly been feelin’ me the whole day. And, you know, being a healthy young man, I appreciate the interest.”

  “What was she like?” Kaitlynne asked.

  “Chubby white girl?’ Ashley asked.

  
    Kel started at her for a long two seconds. “I honestly don’t know right now if you are working from the stereotype about the kind of girl you think I as a black man might be attracted to or a stereotype about women gamers. In either case, I am offended, but I am too far along in my story to take the time to educate you right now. So–”
  

  “What did she look like, though?” Kaitlynne asked.

  “Her appearance doesn’t really bear on the story,” Kel said.

  “So, chubby white girl,” Ashley said. 

  “For your information, only one of those things is true,” Kel said.

  “Chubby white boy?” Ashley asked. “Wait, is that why you only count it as a half? Because I’m sorry, but it totally counts.”

  
    Kel looked a little frustrated. “Do you want to hear the story or not?”
  

  “Yes,” Kaitlynne said. “But we need a little more info. Because right now we’re distracted because we only know one of the characters, and we’re wondering whether this guy was–”

  
    Now Kel was actually frustrated by the dumb jokes other people were making. Ashley was really enjoying this. “It wasn’t a guy,” Kel said. “I happen to know that for a fact.”
  

  “Okay. Now we’re getting somewhere,” Ashley said.

  “She was neither chubby nor white, not that I would have had an issue with either of those qualities,” he continued. “She was petite, and her family hailed from the Indian subcontinent.”

  “They have such great hair,” Ashley said. Kaitlynne and Kel both stared at her. “What?” she said. “They do! I would kill for hair like that! I’ve seen the movies with the dancing and the horrible singing when I’m flipping through channels–”

  “Just stop,” Kel said. “Like, you’re in a hole. Stop digging.”

  “Why am I in a hole? That’s not racist!”

  “It’s just that it sounds…” Kel said. “When you say they have such great hair, it sounds like you’re–like you don’t consider Indian girls to be human like you.”

  “Because I said ‘they’? Do you have a better third person plural pronoun for me to use? And anyway, they, or whatever, are not human like me. They’re human and different from me. In this case, because they have better hair that I do. Or if that’s like offensive or something, can I say that they tend to have darker skin than me? Is that acceptable?”

  “Can you guys maybe argue about this later?” Kaitlynne said. “Because we haven’t heard about Kel’s sexual humiliation yet, and this other shit kind of bores me.”

  
    Ashley didn’t want to let it go. People could say anything they wanted about blondes, or white girls, and that was fine, but you say “they” in the wrong way, and people jump down your throat.
  

  “Fine,” Kel said. “So the games are over, the drinking is continuing, and she’s sitting next to me on the couch, but, like, closer than she needs to be. You know, leg to leg. And there was some more drinking, and I don’t remember a ton, but I assume I was being charming and hilarious because eventually she just turns to me and goes, “do you wanna go upstairs?”

  “Bold,” Ashley said. “I like it.”

  “So we kind of stumble upstairs because we’re both pretty shitfaced at this point, and there’s actually an empty room, and so we’re making out, and I’ve got a condom in my pocket, so I’m good to go–”

  “You always have a condom in your pocket?” Ashley asked.

  
    Kel reached into his pocket and pulled out a square of foil. “I mean, I just wanted to be prepared if an opportunity presents itself. It usually doesn’t, but still. I don’t want to be caught unprepared.” He stuffed the condom back in his pocket. “So, in this case, the opportunity was presenting itself, and I was prepared to take full advantage of said opportunity. So, okay, clothes are coming off and things are happening, and it’s all great 
    
      except
    
    –did I mention that I had had a lot to drink?”
  

  
    Ashley laughed. “The equipment was malfunctioning?”
  

  “One could say that, yes. Despite the best efforts of both hand and mouth, the equipment refused to rise to the occasion.”

  “Ugh,” Ashley said. “That is so annoying. Guys get all drunk and they’re like pawingat you, but then there’s no follow through.”

  “Yes. Well. The mind flayer was refusing to do its duty,” Kel said. “So, I figure, well, I’m still down for some fun, and it’s better to give than to receive anyway, as the old saying goes, and I figure if I focus on something else for a while, the mind flayer may be ready for action.”

  “Well, props for that,” Ashley said. “When I’ve been with guys in that condition, I usually just have to spend an hour telling them it’s okay, it doesn’t matter, it happens to all guys sometimes, you’re still a big strong man, blah blah blah.”

  “I appreciate the sentiment, but you may wish to withhold your props,” Kel said. “Because the next thing that happened was that I woke up alone with a splitting headache.”

  
    He stopped, looked at the pool cue like he didn’t realize it had been there the whole time, and put it back in the rack on the wall.
  

  “Wait,” Kaitlynne said. “That’s it? You’re just gonna fast forward through the good parts?”

  “No,” Kel said. “I mean that is literally the next thing that happened.”

  
    Ashley started giggling. “Wait. Are you telling me that you passed out while you were–”
  

  “That is exactly what I am telling you,” Kel said, with a sheepish smile on his face.

  
    Now Ashley couldn’t stop laughing. “Oh shit,” she said, “What girl doesn’t want 
    
      that
    
    compliment? You think that was humiliating for 
    
      you
    
    ?”
  

  “No,” Kel said. “I actually knowit was humiliating for me.”

  
    Ashley kept laughing. Kaitlynne was laughing. Ashley felt bad–she didn’t want Kel to get mad, but it was just so funny imagining…
  

  “Well, you know what they say,” Kel said. “If it’s not a good time, it’s a good story.”
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Desmond


  
  
    Desmond sat on a couch facing the video games with dance music filling up his ears. Once in awhile, he would look over and see the girls laughing, or Kel looking flustered, and he kind of hated them all. No: that wasn’t right. He resented them. They all had problems, but at least they got to be who they really were. They actually seemed to 
    
      know
    
    who they really were, which was something Desmond could only dream about. What was that thing about the Chinese guy who dreamed about being a butterfly and then didn’t know if he was really a butterfly dreaming he was a guy? Desmond had seen it on Facebook once. And then he’d started thinking about his own double life. Was he a bad person who pretended to be good, or a good person who sometimes did bad things?
  

  
    Well. Everybody sinned. And God loves all His children. He expects them to do their best and understands that their best is never going to be good enough. It’s the striving that matters. But, Desmond thought, he wasn’t really striving to be better. He was enjoying his sins, reveling in them. He knew what was right, and he was choosing to do wrong anyway. Over and over again. How could he find forgiveness if he couldn’t repent?
  

  
    He felt a hand on his shoulder and started. Ashley. Reluctantly, he pulled her hot pink earbuds out of his ear. “Story’s over,’ she said. “If you want to join the party. We can see if Kel and Kaitlynne suck at ping pong as bad as they suck at pool.”
  

  
    “Hey!” Kel said. “I’m sorry I live in a two-bedroom apartment. I ain’t got no basement rec room. Put me on Xbox Live, and I’ll show you some shit. But this–” he gestured at the tables– “this is some straight suburban shit.” He tried to serve the ball and wound up hitting it all the way to the other side of The PIt, where it hit the cinderblock wall and then rolled on the carpet, ricocheting off a table leg and running under a door.
  

  
    “Welp,” Kaitlynne said, “That was the only ball.” She put her paddle down on the table with what looked a lot like relief.
  

  
    “Nah, nah, I got this,” Kel said, running over to the door, which was marked Maintenance Employees Only.
  

  
    “Why the hell is there a 2-inch gap at the bottom of this door anyway?” Kel said. “Is that like how they made doors in the 80’s, or what?” He tried the handle, but the door didn’t open. He looked at the door. “It doesn’t even have a panel so we can badge in!” he said. He walked back to the couch, reached into his bag, and pulled something out, but Desmond couldn’t see what it was.
  

  
    “The hell is that?” Kaitlynne asked. 
  

  
    “Multitool,” Kel said. “Never leave home without it. Unless you’re going to school, where they’ll zero tolerance your ass into jail if you have anything with a blade on it.”
  

  
    Well, that was not at all like Desmond’s school.
  

  
    Desmond watched as Kel fiddled with the hinges on the door for a few minutes, but he looked like he kind of knew what he was doing, which meant it wasn’t funny to watch. “Okay,” Desmond said, “Let’s play some foosball.” He got up off the couch. He wasn’t trying to sit here snuggling on the couch with Ashley.
  

  
    He walked over to the foosball table and looked at the little plastic men with their feet fused together and a pipe through their midsections. What a stupid game. Ashley followed him and reached into the opening on the side of the table. “No balls,” she said, then looked over at Kel for the joke she thought was coming. Desmond thought the same thing, and Kaitlynne obviously did too, because she was looking in Kel’s direction.
  

  
    He was standing in front of the door with his palms on the door that was now off its hinges and leaning toward him. “Uh,” he said, “Little help? This door is pretty heavy, and I–” Desmond started walking toward him, but Kaitlynne was closer. 
  

  
    Kaitlynne and Kel lowered the door to the ground, and Kel stepped in, fumbled along the wall until he found the light switch, turned it on and stepped inside. “Okay, where did that ball–oh. Aw, shit.”
  

  
    “What?” Kaitlynne said, stepping into the closet. “Oh. Oh that’s not good.”
  

  
    Desmond and Ashley ran over to the closet, which turned out to be less of a closet and more of a small room. There was a big sink on the wall, and a sleeping bag on the floor. A mini-fridge hummed in the corner, and, on top of it,, there were eight empty boxes of ammunition. 
  

  
    “Fuck,” Kaitlynne said. “Fuck. He was here. The shooter. Which means he’s an employee. Which means he’s got card access. Oh, shit, you guys, I’m so sorry. I–shit. I brought us here! I thought it would be safe! Shit! We have to get out. We have to get out now.”
  

  
    Desmond put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not your fault. It was a good idea. But we should go.”
  

  
    “Elevator or stairs?” Kel said. “If he comes out of the elevator when it comes, we’re fucked. On the other hand, if we meet him coming down the steps when we’re going up, we’re fucked.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne took a deep breath, let it out, and turned to Kel. “Okay–think about COD. You’re sniping on the roof. Which way would you take?”
  

  
    Kel thought for a few seconds. “Stairs. Definitely stairs. People can see where the elevator stops, but they don’t know where you exit the stairwell. And you get warning. Someone opens a door to the stairwell a few floors up or down you can go the other way or just get out of the stairwell and hide. Somebody pushes the call button for an elevator you’re on, you got no option.”
  

  
    “Yeah,” Kaitlynne said. “I agree.”
  

  
    “Makes sense to me,” Desmond said. “Ashley?”
  

  
    “Don’t care,” she said. “I just want out. Now.”
  

  
    “Okay. Let’s do this,” Kaitlynne said. “He leave any weapons behind, something we could use against him if we needed to?”
  

  
    Desmond looked on the floor, picking up the sleeping bag. Ashley twitched and fidgeted. Kaitlynne rummaged through the cleaning supplies, and Kel opened the mini fridge. “Protein bars and energy drinks,” Kel said, grabbing both.
  

  
    “Nothing here,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “Here either,” Kaitlynne said. “Let’s go.”
  

  
    The four of them walked over to the elevators. Kaitlynne pressed the button, and Desmond said a quick prayer. He tried to, anyway. But Ashley had gotten into his head. Whatever was going to happen was going to happen. But he didn’t have to face it alone. “Lord, be with us,” he whispered.
  

  
    He could hear the elevator moving. Somewhere up the shaft, it beeped as it passed a floor. Ashley slipped a hand into his. He squeezed. He looked over and saw that her other hand was in Kaitlynne’s, and Kaitlynne held Kel’s.
  

  
    The elevator kept moving. The seconds crawled by. Desmond’s heart pounded.
  

  
    And then the lights went out.
  

  
    “Shit!” Ashley said. “What the hell?”
  

  
    Desmond hoped this was the answer to his prayer. Maybe they’d guessed wrong, and the shooter was in the elevator, trapped now, in the dark, just like them. 
  

  
    Kel snapped on his phone flashlight. “Okay,” he said. “Only one way in here now. Let’s hope the door opens in.” He ran off, his flashlight bobbing across the room. Kaitlynne turned her flashlight on and followed.
  

  
    “Well,” Desmond said, turning to Ashley, “You okay?”
  

  
    “Fuck no,” she said. “You?”
  

  
    “Nope,” he said.
  

  
    “Yes!” Kel cried from across the room. “Yo, guys, get over here and help!”
  

  
    Desmond fumbled in his pocket for his own phone and switched on the flashlight. Ashley turned hers on as well, and they walked to the far end of The Pit, where Kel was standing by the closed door.
  

  
    “We need to build a barricade,” Kaitlynne said. “Heavy enough to keep this door closed against somebody really strong.”
  

  
    “Which this guy probably isn’t, but let’s not take chances,” Kel added.
  

  
    “Those video games are really heavy,” Kaitlynne said. “If we can stack them in front of the door here, and maybe put the couches behind them…”
  

  
    “Okay,” Desmond said. “Look, I’m not trying to be sexist, but I’m probably the strongest one here, so if somebody could handle shining lights for me–”
  

  
    “You can’t move all this stuff by yourself,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Yeah,” Kel said. “Ashley, you help him out.”
  

  
    “Me?” she said.
  

  
    “Yeah, you,” Kel said. “You’re the one talking about being an athlete. So this is athletic! You like lift other girls up and throw them around and shit? During cheerleading, I mean.”
  

  
    “Yeah,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Well my skinny ass never lifts anything heavier than a bag of dice,” Kel said. “Unless of course you count the mind flayer, which–”
  

  
    “Ugh, shut up,” Ashley said. “I’ll do it.”
  

  
    So, with light provided by Kel and Kaitlynne, Desmond and Ashley spent the next ten minutes hauling and tipping video games and furniture in front of the metal door. 
  

  
    “Awesome,” Kel said. “
    
      Nobody
    
    is getting through that door now.”
  

  
    He leaned against the wall next to the barricade, slid down, sat on the floor, and turned his light out. Everybody else sat against the same wall. It seemed to Desmond like the safest place to be.
  

  
    One by one the cell phone lights went out, and they were sitting in complete darkness. Desmond shut his eyes and opened them again. No difference.
  

  
    “What do you think is happening?” Ashley said. “Why do you think the power went out?”
  

  
    “The cops might have cut the power to trap the guy here,” Kel said. “Or they bombed the roof and hit a power cable. Or the shooter cut the power to kill the surveillance cameras.”
  

  
    “Do you think anybody knows we’re here?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    “I dunno,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “I’m scared,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Me too,” Kel said. 
  

  
    “Me three,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “Yep,” Desmond said. He was afraid. They were stuck here, totally cut off from any information. They weren’t going to get out until someone turned the power on. And when the power did come on, they wouldn’t know if the shooter or the cops turned it on. At least not until someone came through the elevator doors and either killed them or didn’t.
  

  
    Being down here underground in total darkness felt like being entombed. Like they were dead already.
  

  
    Kel must have thought the same thing, because he said, “I know you guys don’t watch 
    
      The Twilight Zone
    
    or anything, but, like…okay, this is dumb. It’s ridiculous. And I just want you to laugh at me and tell me how dumb it is. But, like, we’re not dead, are we?”
  

  
    If the lights had been on, Desmond probably would have laughed. But the idea seemed less ridiculous in the absence of light. He heard two muffled thumps, and then Kel yelped. “Ow! The fuck!”
  

  “I figured if you were dead, you wouldn’t feel it if I punched you really hard,” Ashley said.

  “I mean, some verbal reassurance was a little more what I was looking for,” Kel said. “Damn, girl, you can punch!”

  “Well, I’ve been wanting to punch you all day, so I may have had some extra force behind that,” Ashley said.

  
    Desmond smiled. He was with the others. But he was alone. Surrounded by darkness on all sides. He tried to say a silent prayer, but he couldn’t. He was too afraid and too guilty. And Ashley was right: praying for something didn’t mean you were going to get it.
  

  
    But he couldn’t just sit here worrying and being afraid. Maybe he couldn’t pray. But that didn’t mean he had to just sit here and listen to whatever stupid jokes he was sure Kel was going to make to try to mask his nervousness. 
  

  
    So Desmond took a deep breath and let it out. 
  

  
    And then he took another breath.
  

  
    And then he began to sing.
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Ashley


  
  “Why should I feel discouraged,” Desmond sang. In just about any other circumstance, Ashley would have found this incredibly weird. But here, sitting in the complete darkness waiting for a man with a gun to try their barricade, with no way to know what was going on outside this room, afraid and alone, it wasn’t weird at all.

  
    Desmond’s voice was higher than Ashley would have expected, “And why should the shadows come?” He sang. “Why should my heart be lonely and long for heaven and home?” Desmond’s voice filled The Pit, echoing off the walls, beautiful and loud and clear. 
  

  
    “When Jesus is my portion,” he continued. Well, Ashley had assumed it was going to get Jesus-y at some point. And she didn’t care. It was too beautiful. She had sometimes seen people crying at a really good performance on
    
      American Idol
    
    or 
    
      The Voice
    
    or something, but she’d never understood it before. But as Desmond sang, “A constant friend is He,” Ashley’s eyes filled with tears.
  

  
    “His eye is on the sparrow,” Desmond sang, “and I know He watches me.” And now the tears she’d tried so hard to hold in for so long were really falling. Not just because Desmond had made something beautiful out of something ugly. Not because his voice was so fucking beautiful it almost hurt to listen to and it was touching that place inside of Ashley where she kept all her deepest fears and hurts, all the things she never told anybody. Well, okay, it was because of that. But it was also because she was jealous.
  

  
    “I sing because I’m happy,” he sang. “I sing because I’m free. His eye is on the sparrow. And I know He watches me.” If Desmond really believed the words he was singing, then he really believed he was never alone, that he had a constant friend who loved him no matter what. If you asked Ashley, she would tell you that was a dumb, naive thing to think, and that your imaginary friend in the sky didn’t give any more of a shit about you than any of the real people in your life who were sure to let you down. 
  

  
    But right now she wished so hard she could bring herself to believe it. She wished she could find some kind of comfort. And so she kept crying, all the way through the second verse, and by the time the song ended, she was crying so hard that when Desmond stopped singing, it was Ashley’s sobs echoing off the walls of The Pit. 
  

  
    And then Desmond’s arm was around her, and it felt warm and nice, and she leaned into him and kept crying and crying until she felt like she couldn’t possibly have any tears left. 
  

  
    “I’m sorry,” she sniffed. “I didn’t mean to cry on you.”
  

  
    “It’s okay,” Desmond said. “Did you realize you just stopped? 
  

  
    “What?”
  

  
    “You said before that if you started crying, you were afraid you’d never stop. But you did. Stop, I mean.”
  

  
    Ashley wiped snot on the back of her arm. “I guess I did.” She thought about that for a second.
  

  
    “Hey,” Kel’s voice came out of the darkness, “Did you say she cried 
    
      on
    
    you? Are you guys 
    
      snuggling
    
    over there?”
  

  
    “It’s not 
    
      snuggling
    
    ,” Desmond said. “I was just being a human being. Ashley was sad, and I just–ah!” A bright light, which Ashley assumed was from Kel’s phone, suddenly shined in her face.
  

  
    “I knew it,” Kel said. “Yo, Kaitlynne, traditional gender roles are a trap for everybody. So you think you could put your arm around me? On account of it’s dark and scary as fuck down here?”
  

  
    “I mean, I don’t,” Kaitlynne said, then paused for a second. “Yeah, fine. I’d like that. But you try to grab my boob and I’m gonna cut your balls off.”
  

  
    “I accept your conditions,” Kel said. “And I know I make a lot of annoying jokes, but I’m not that guy who tries to pull shit that girls aren’t into.”
  

  
    “Ha,” Kaitlynne said, flatly. “You’re a guy. So you are, by definition that guy who tries to pull shit girls aren’t into. Am I right, Ashley?”
  

  
    “I dunno,” Ashley said. “TBH I’m usually into it. I mean, I know I’m supposed to like guard my virtue or some bullshit, but hooking up is fun. I’m not gonna be all, “oh, no, that feels good, you should probably stop.” She looked at the place in the darkness where Desmond’s face probably was, realizing she might have just made it awkward. Even though she couldn’t see him or anything.
  

  
    Desmond didn’t withdraw his arm, but Ashley felt him stiffen. And not in a fun way. In a “you just made me uncomfortable” way. 
  

  
    “Whoa, I didn’t–” she started, “I mean, I wasn’t trying to–”
  

  
    “Bruh,” Kel said. “Of course you were. That motherfucker right there is 
    
      blessed
    
    . And I don’t mean in his pants, although if that Magnum condom he showed me earlier is for real, then there too. The dude is ripped, he’s handsome, he 
    
      smells good
    
    , and he sings like a fucking 
    
      angel.
    
    I’m not even into guys, and even 
    
      I
    
    would probably do him.”
  

  
    Ashley laughed. Kel was not lying, probably about any of it. But Desmond stiffened up even more. “I’m not blessed,” he said. “Not at all. Cursed is more like it.”
  

  
    Kel snorted. “You mean like, poor me, the ladies are all over me and I don’t know what to do? Cause I’m gonna have a hard time working up any sympathy for that particular problem.”
  

  
    “You know,” Kaitlynne chimed in, “having strict parents isn’t the worst thing in the world. Trust me. There are worse things your parents can do.”
  

  
    “That’s not it,” Desmond said, and now he did withdraw his arm. Ashley could feel him moving next to her. He seemed to be rocking back and forth. “You guys don’t understand,” he said. “You 
    
      can’t
    
    understand.”
  

  
    “Because we’re not Christians?,” Kel asked.
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Kel


  
  “No,” Desmond said. “That’s not what I mean. You don’t.. I mean this in a good way, but you are exactly what you seem to be. Aren’t you? You don’t like, seem to be a guy who has some secret double life.”

  
    Kel thought about it. “Well, I don’t exactly broadcast the extent of my geekiness at school. I mean, there’s like, a side of me that I keep under wraps.”
  

  
    “But would it surprise anybody to learn that about you?” Desmond asked.
  

  
    “Nah,” Kel said. “Prolly not.”
  

  
    “So you can’t know what it’s like,” Desmond said. “To have this other side of you that you can’t–”
  

  
    Desmond kept talking, but Kel started to tune him out. He didn’t know what the big deal was. He had plenty of cousins who went to church on the regular but didn’t exactly live sin-free lives on Monday through Saturday. Hell, his Grandmom’s pastor had been caught sleeping with three different church ladies. It wasn’t like—and then everything clicked into place. 
  

  
    “Oh, shit,” he said. “You’re gay, aren’t you? That’s why you think you’re cursed!”
  

  
    “Oh thank 
    
      God
    
    ,” Ashley said. “I really was starting to worry that I’d lost my touch.”
  

  
    “That’s 
    
      it
    
    ?” Kaitlynne said. “
    
      That’s
    
    your big guilty secret? Who cares?”
  

  
    “I told you guys you wouldn’t understand,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “I do,” Kel said. 
  

  
    “Wait, you’re gay too?” Ashley said.” And all those pervy jokes are just a front?”
  

  
    “Sadly, no,” Kel said. “If I was gay, I’d probably have a better chance of getting some. But my Grandmom is a big church lady. I know from the shit she says, the shit her pastor says: her church, anyway, is not the friendliest place to be gay. A lot of the old folks don’t even really believe in it. Like, they think it’s the kind of thing you could stop doing if you loved Jesus enough.” It was true, but Kel still felt bad saying it in front of Desmond. It was just an idea to Kel, but for Desmond, it was his life. 
  

  
    “But I see churches with big rainbow flags and stuff,” Kaitlynne said. “There are two in Arkham. I went to high school with a kid who had two moms, and one of them was the minister at one of those churches.”
  

  
    “Yeah, but those are not my church,” Desmond said. “And I…I mean, I’m not 
    
      gay.
    
    ” 
  

  
    “You sound like my mom saying she’s not a drug addict,” Kaitlynne said. “Like you’re trying to convince yourself.”
  

  
    Nestled in the crook of Kaitlynne’s arm, Kel looked up to where he assumed Kaitlynne’s face was. “I’m sorry about your moms,” he whispered.
  

  
    For a few seconds, everybody was silent. Kel wasn’t into the silence. It gave him way too much room to think. “So if you’re not…
    
      gay
    
    ,” Kel said, “whose ass you tappin’ here on the campus of Miskatonic University?” As soon as he said it, Kel remembered all the stupid stuff he’d said before about Desmond doing dumb things for pussy. Like talking that way was gonna create some kind of bond between the guys. And all he’d done was make Desmond feel worse. 
  

  
    “Aw, shit,” Kel said. “I…I’m sorry, bro. I said all those things about you being here for a girl–” He couldn’t really bring himself to say “being here for pussy” in front of Ashley and Kaitlynne because it felt too disrespectful. He guessed he was a hypocrite, but he cleaned it up. “That was mad heteronormative. I shouldn’t have made that assumption.”
  

  
    “What the hell is heteronormative?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    “It means I was making the assumption that hetero is the default. Like being straight is normal and being not straight is abnormal or something.”
  

  
    “Well,” Desmond said. “Being straight is normal.”
  

  
    “Well, it sure as shit ain’t normal for 
    
      you
    
    .”
  

  
    Desmond was silent, and Ashley said, “It’s not just sex, is it? You’re in love.”
  

  
    “I..” Desmond started, but he didn’t continue.
  

  
    “How do you know that?” Kel asked. “You got some kind of secret girl radar for that or something?”
  

  
    “No,” Ashley said. “I can just tell by how he’s reacting. If it was just sex, he could put it away and pretend it wasn’t really him. You know, that’s something I did, but it’s not who I am. But when you’re in love–thinking about somebody all the time, texting them, wide awake at two AM on a school night cause you’re too excited to sleep–that’s pretty hard to hide from yourself. Can’t convince yourself it’s not really you when you’re in love.”
  

  
    “What do you know about being in love?” Desmond asked.
  

  
    “I’ve been in love,” Ashley said. “I just wasn’t any good at it. Or he wasn’t. Anyway, it didn’t work out. Anyway, so what’s his name? Your boyfriend?”
  

  
    Desmond whispered something Kel couldn’t hear.
  

  
    “”What’s that?” Kel said. “Can you make sure we can hear you in the cheap seats?” he didn’t hear Kaitlynne laugh, but he felt it. Or maybe she had the hiccups.
  

  
    “Jason,” Desmond said. “His name is Jason. We did church music together. He’s a freshman here. We…I guess we’re more than friends. And I know it’s wrong, but–”
  

  
    “The fuck it is,” Kaitlynne said. “Does it feel wrong?”
  

  
    “You know, sex isn’t dirty,” Kel said. “Unless you’re doing it right.”
  

  
    “What the hell do you know about doing it right?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    “Touché, madam. Touché,” Kel said.
  

  
    “But really,” Kaitlynne said. “In your heart, do you believe it’s wrong? To love someone?”
  

  
    “I really don’t know,” Desmond said. “But it’s like you said. It doesn’t matter what 
    
      I
    
    think. Everybody else thinks it’s wrong. If this gets out, I am kicked out of my school, my house, and my church. You understand? I’d have 
    
      nothing
    
    . Nothing but Jason, but we met in church. It’s not like his family would be too understanding either. And I can’t move in here. And anyway, if his parents found out, they might cut off his tuition, so then he can’t go to college.”
  

  
    “Do you believe the song?” Ashley said. “The one you sang? Do you believe it really, or is it just words to you? I’m not judging you: I sing along to songs I don’t agree with all the time. I’m just curious.”
  

  
    Desmond sighed. “I don’t know. I know I 
    
      want
    
    to believe it. But that’s not the same thing.”
  

  
    “Song didn’t say I know he watches me as long as I keep it in my pants,” Kel said. Kaitlynne punched him. “Ow! So I’m not allowed to cop a feel in the dark, but you get to abuse me? That is some bullshit. And, anyway, I’m actually being serious. I know it’s hard to tell with me. But I mean it. The song says Jesus is your constant friend. What kind of friend abandons you for being who you are?”
  

  
    “Literally every friend I have,” Desmond said. “Except Jason. And it’s not that simple. The song doesn’t say he’s my friend as long as I don’t kill anybody either. But you know God does not approve of that behavior.”
  

  
    “You really think loving somebody is the same thing as killing somebody?” Kaitlynne asked.
  

  
    “No, of course not. It’s just a–” Ashley’s face lit up in the darkness. “What are you doing?” Desmond asked her.
  

  
    “What’s your number?” Ashley said. Desmond gave it to her. “Cool,” she said. “Okay, it won’t send right now obviously because there’s no service, but I totally just sexted you.”
  

  
    “What?!” Desmond yelled.
  

  
    “You want a boob shot?” Ashley asked, putting her phone down her shirt with one hand, yanking on her bra with the other, and snapping a pic.
  

  
    “Yo, I too am gay and hate myself,” Kel said. “Can I get one of those too?” Kaitlynne punched him again. Really hard. “Motherfucker,” he gasped. “This…I repeat…is some bullshit.”
  

  
    “My arm, my rules,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “But,” Desmond said, “Why are you doing this?”
  

  
    “I’m saving your ass so there’s some left for Jason,” she said. “You’re welcome. Here comes the flash, BTW. It’s gonna be blinding.” She snapped a selfie as she kissed Desmond on the cheek. “I’m your beard. Just tell your parents you met me online, I go here, you snuck out to meet me because what guy could resist this–sorry, what straight guy could resist this, don’t wanna be heterowhatever–”
  

  
    “Normative,” Kel said.
  

  
    “Yeah. That. Anyway, so you get caught, you say you’re sorry, what a friend we have in Jesus, blah blah, whatever, you get to stay in your house and you live to get your freak on with Jason another day.”
  

  
    “Can you not…talk about it like…oh, whatever. Thank you.” He said.
  

  
    “You’re welcome,” Ashley said.
  

  
    And then Desmond made a sound he hadn’t made all day. He was laughing. “Oh Lord,” he said. “When my mom sees you, she is going to flip out.”
  

  
    “Perfect,” Ashley said. “That’ll buy you plenty of time until you decide you’re ready to come out.”
  

  
    “I don’t know if I’m ever going to be ready for that,” Desmond said. 
  

  
    “Well, whatever. Hate yourself and live a lie and make some church girl a really shitty husband,” Ashley said. “I don’t give a shit. I’m just trying to get your sorry ass through high school.”
  

  
    “Thank you,” Desmond said, his voice nearly disappearing by the end of the “You.” There was silence for a few seconds, and then Desmond started laughing. 
  

  
    “What is it?” Ashley said. “What’s funny?”
  

  
    “I just–it’s just really strange. Like, I just met you guys and you know something about me that nobody else knows.”
  

  
    “I mean, I’m pretty sure Jason knows,” Kel said.
  

  
    Desmond laughed again. “Okay, yeah, but we never talk about it, unless it’s about how what we’re doing is wrong and we have to stop. In my whole life there are three people who know who I really am and don’t think I’m terrible because of it. And it’s you motherfuckers.”
  

  
    “I dunno, bro,” Kel said. “You’re over there laughing and swearing…I feel like I don’t know you at all.”
  

  
    “Honestly, I like this version better than the angry, uptight guy we’ve been hanging out with all morning,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “So do I,” Desmond said. “I just wish I could be myself more often. I’m constantly on guard, afraid I’m gonna slip up and say or do something, and suddenly everyone will know. It’s exhausting.”
  

  
    “I hear you,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “Me too,” Ashley said.
  

  
    Kel didn’t say anything. He did have to keep a part of himself hidden at school, but who didn’t? At least he got to be his real geeky, anime-loving self when he was at home. It wasn’t like Mom was gonna kick him out if she found out he liked 
    
      Attack on Titan
    
    .
  

  
    Another silence fell. Kel enjoyed the feeling of Kaitlynne’s arm around his shoulder. He tried to just enjoy it and not think about the fact that they were trapped in a sub basement. 
  

  
    He was just about to say something to fill the space, though he had no idea yet what it was going to be, when he heard a click.
  

  
    Kaitlynne started. She’d heard it too.
  

  
    “Did you guys hear that?” Kel whisper-yelled.
  

  
    “Shit,” Ashley whispered back. “I was hoping I imagined it.”
  

  
    There was another click. And then a rattle. Someone was trying the door. Kel’s heart pounded. He hoped their hastily-constructed barricade would hold.
  

  
    The rattling stopped. Kel let out the breath he hadn’t known he was holding. And then the thumping started. “He’s throwing himself against the door,” Kaitlynne whispered.
  

  
    The thump sounded again, and this time there was a squeak from one of the couches. Kel hoped the couch wouldn’t collapse and send the video games tumbling and let a murderer into the darkness with them.There were three more thumps from the door, and then nothing. Kel counted to sixty slowly. No more thumps.
  

  
    “I think he’s gone,” Kel said. “Or else he just gave up. Either way, the barricade held, so props to us.”
  

  
    “He’ll be back,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    “Why do you say that?” Kel said.
  

  
    “Because,” Kaitlynne said. “That’s the worst thing that could happen. So that’s what’s gonna happen.”
  

  
    There really wasn’t much to say to that. But for the first time today, Kel allowed himself to really think about the idea that being killed and and being dead forever was something that could actually happen to him today. And of course, that made him think about Dad. 
  

  
    Those weren’t thoughts he could stand to be alone with. So he said them out loud. “When I was nine,” he said, “I watched my dad die. Sickle cell.” He saw it in his mind, Dad in the hospital bed, gray and gasping for breath and grimacing from the constant pain, gasping out,I love you, Kel. And I’m so…sorry that I…have to go.” Shit. Now he was crying.
  

  “After he died,” Kel continued, “I asked Mom…I told her I was scared to die. And she said to me, ‘I don’t know what it’s gonna be like, but I know you don’t have to be scared. Because Dad is already there.’” Kel’s voice squeaked a little at the end. 

  “That’s really sweet,” Ashley said. “And I’m sorry.”

  
    Kaitlynne was crying. Kel could feel it.
  

  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to–”

  “It’s okay,” Kaitlynne said. “I just—nobody’s gonna be waiting for me. It’s just gonna be me, waiting for Nicki.”
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Kaitlynne


  
  “You can hang with me and my dad,” Kel said. “But you’re gonna have to stop punching me.”

  
    “Deal,” she whispered. She was too sad and too scared to insist on punching Kel in the afterlife. If there even was such a thing. Poor Nicki. Who was going to watch over her now? How would she ever get over this?
  

  
    “Listen, you guys,” she said. “I need you to promise me something. And really mean it.”
  

  
    “Okay,” Kel said.
  

  
    “Yeah,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Of course,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “If I die down here and any of you don’t, I need you to call DCF–”
  

  
    “What’s that?” Kel said.
  

  
    “Department of Children and Families,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Right,” Kaitlynne said. “Call them and file a 51-A, report of abuse and neglect, on behalf of my sister, Nicolette Perreau. 51 West Street, Arkham.”
  

  
    “OK,” Kel said. “For what? Does your mom–”
  

  
    “My mom is a junkie,” Kaitlynn said. “And I haven’t…I haven’t told you guys the whole truth. And for some reason I feel like I don’t wanna die with secrets. So I do sell weed, but that’s not all I sell. I sell harder stuff too. And I…I supply for my mom.”
  

  
    “Why?” Desmond said.
  

  
    Shit. Well, that was the big question now, wasn’t it? And answering it was going to mean–well, fuck it. Maybe telling the story would make her feel better about dying. 
  

  
    “My mom has been a heroin addict for a long time. I don’t know how long. Nicki wasn’t born addicted or anything, so I guess it was after that. But it took a long time before I knew what was going on. 
  

  
    “When I was 14 and Nicki was 9, Mom used to…go with guys. For drugs. I don’t know, like what the arrangement was, if she was, like technically a prostitute or if she just hooked up with a lot of guys who had drugs. It’s not like the kind of thing you can ask your mom. Anyway, there were just a lot of guys around. All the time.” She pulled her arm away from Kel.
  

  
    “And so,” she said, “One of these guys….” she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and pinched the bridge of her nose.
  

  
    “You don’t have to say it,” Ashley whispered.
  

  
    “But I do. If I have to…I don’t know what’s gonna happen when I die, if anything, and I don’t know if I’m gonna have to answer for myself. I know what the shit I sell does to families, okay? Because it did it to my family. It 
    
      does it
    
    to my family. I can tell myself that it’s the people’s choice to buy. And it is. But I know there are kids suffering when their parents make that choice. And it’s not the kids’ fault, and they don’t have any say in it. They didn’t ask to have addicts for parents any more than I did.”
  

  
    “But it’s not like you the only dealer,” Kel said. “If it wasn’t you, they’d get it from somebody else.”
  

  
    “But it 
    
      is
    
    me,” Kaitlynne said. “It’s me. But there’s…well, there’s no excuse, but there is an explanation.
  

  
    “So I’m 14, and it’s late one night, and I guess Mom is on the nod, and this guy comes in to my and Nicki’s room.” She was crying. It hurt so much to even think of it, and saying it out loud made it real, meant it wasn’t just a bad dream.
  

  
    “Do you…do you want an arm?” Kel said. 
  

  
    “Maybe a hand,” Kaitlynne said. “I don’t think I could take as much contact as a whole arm.”
  

  
    “OK,” Kel said. He threaded his fingers between hers, and she squeezed really hard because she was hurting so much, and he didn’t complain. 
  

  
    “He came into our room. And I was like, dude, the bathroom is down the hall, get out of here. And he didn’t say anything, but he showed me a knife. And then he whispered–God!” She squeezed Kel’s hand and breathed until she could spit this out. This was the worst part, worse than what came after. “He told me he would kill Nicki if I made a sound. And then he raped me, and I couldn’t scream or cry or anything because I had to protect Nicki, I just kept telling myself I had to protect her, that I couldn’t make a sound. Even after he left, I lay there curled up in my bed, crying and crying but terrified to make a sound because I thought he would come back and murder my sister.” Kel squeezed her hand. Kaitlynne didn’t say anything for a minute. 
  

  
    She felt like she’d been hit by a truck. But she also felt weirdly relieved. She thought that saying it out loud would kill her. But she was still alive. 
  

  
    Nobody said anything. Because what can you say to that? There’s no words that can ever make it better. “So, yeah,” she continued. “I started selling after that. To protect Nicki. I figured if I was supplying Mom, she wouldn’t need to bring guys around. And I wouldn’t have to–nobody protected me. Nobody cared. And I was not going to let that happen to Nicki. She might have a useless mom, but she wasn’t gonna suffer for it like I did.”
  

  
    “Does she know?” Desmond asked. Kaitlynne didn’t know if he meant Mom or Nicki, but the answer was the same either way.
  

  
    “Nobody knows,” she said. “Nobody but you guys.”
  

  
    She heard shuffling in the dark, and suddenly arms were around her. Ashley. 
  

  
    “Is it okay?” Ashley said. “I just really wanted to hug you.”
  

  
    “It’s okay,” Kaitlynne said. It was better than okay. Nobody had ever comforted her. Or at least not since she was a kid. She always had to be the one to hold it together, but now, with Ashley’s arms around her and Kel’s hand in hers–and Desmond slipped his hand into her other hand–she fell apart. Not the little shudders she’d allowed herself in the past, but great sobs that shook her body so hard she thought she might break in half. “It’s not fair,” she gasped. “It’s not fair.”
  

  
    “No it isn’t,” Ashley said.
  

  
    Kaitlynne cried for a while. Five minutes, maybe. Or forty-five. She cried and cried, and when she thought she couldn’t cry anymore, she would gasp, and draw a few breaths, and start again. And nobody moved or said they had to go or told her to shut the fuck up and stop being such a baby. 
  

  
    “Please,” she said. “Please help Nicki. If I’m not around to protect her, somebody has to be.”
  

  
    “It’s not gonna come to that,” Ashley said. “But I will.”
  

  
    “I will,” Kel said.
  

  
    “Me too,” Desmond said. “But you’re not gonna die. Not today. None of us are.” Kaitlynne wanted to believe him, but she knew that hoping for something didn’t make it happen. Or Mom would have OD’d years ago. 
  

  
    “Okay,” she said. “I really appreciate it, more than I can possibly ever tell you, but I’m getting sweaty and uncomfortable, and I’m thirsty as fuck. So get off me.” Everybody disentangled, and Kaitlynne stood up and pulled out her phone. “I hate to drink from the shooter’s stash, but he has cold beverages.” She turned on her flashlight.
  

  
    “Hang on,” Ashley said. “I’m coming with you.”
  

  
    They crept through The Pit to the maintenance closet with the mini-fridge. “I–’ Ashley started, then stopped. 
  

  
    “What?” Kaitlynne asked.
  

  
    “I just wanted to tell you that my dad is an alcoholic. He chooses the booze over everybody, and my mom chooses him over me. And I don’t mean–like, I know it’s not the same. I’m not even gonna say I know how you feel or anything stupid like that. I just feel really lonely a lot, like everybody in the world is normal except for me, that all the other families work except for mine. And I just want you to know, if you ever feel like that, that it’s not true. I live with an addict and I hate being home and I hate my family. I just want you to know that. Maybe 
    
      almost
    
    everybody else has a normal family, but I don’t.”
  

  
    “Thank you,” Kaitlynne said. “I’ll remember that. I really will. Now: should we bring the entire four-pack of Electric Emu Aussie Energy Drink back?”
  

  
    “Ugh. I guess,” Ashley said. “That stuff tastes like horse piss.”
  

  
    “Not gonna ask how you know what horse piss tastes like,” Kaitlynne said, smiling.
  

  
    Whatever Ashley was going to say in response was lost because at that moment, the lights came back on. 
  

  
    “Woo!” Kel yelled. “And-uh,” he said, in this booming voice that Kaitlynne guessed was supposed to be some kind of preacher imitation, “Gawd said..let there be light-uh! And it was good!”
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Desmond


  
  
    Ashley and Kaitlynne walked back in. Kaitlynne opened one of the cans of energy drink, took a swig, and grimaced. 
  

  
    “Gross energy drink, anyone?” Ashley said, holding out the three remaining cans.
  

  
    “All set,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “HIt me!” Kel yelled, and Ashley tossed him a can. He opened it and took a big gulp. “Pisstastic!” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He looked at the couches stacked against the door. “Damn, my ass is starting to hurt,” he said, looking around the room. He rubbed his butt, looked like he was considering sitting on the pool table, and plopped back down on the floor. 
  

  
    Ashley sat down next to Desmond. For the first time today, Desmond didn’t tense up when Ashley got close to him. It was such a relief to have the truth out, to not have other people’s assumptions and his own lies of omission sitting between him and the rest of the world. He wished he could take this feeling out of this basement, but he knew that wasn’t going to work.
  

  
    Ashley looked at him. “So do you want me to break up with you today or tomorrow?” she said.
  

  
    “What?”
  

  
    “Our torrid affair! It can’t last forever. So should I dump you today or tomorrow?”
  

  
    It felt strange to talk about tomorrow after he and Kaitlynne had given their last confessions, or whatever those were in the darkness.But the lights were back on, and he was already thinking about the rest of his life like he was actually going to get one, and Ashley was making plans for the tomorrow they didn’t think they’d live to see just ten minutes ago.
  

  
    “Whatever works for you,” Desmond answered. “No, actually today is probably going to be better. So when Mom freaks out about me being with a white girl, I can just tell her we broke up already.”
  

  
    “Wait–your mom doesn’t want you dating white girls?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    “Well, I’m sure she’d rather have me date white girls than black boys, but yeah.” Desmond watched Ashley’s face, hoping he wasn’t going to have to explain the complexities of this issue to her because he really didn’t have the energy for that conversation right now.
  

  
    “So why the fuck did she move you to St. Albans? You got a lot of black girls to choose from there? I mean, if that was a choice you wanted to make?”
  

  
    Desmond laughed with surprise and relief. “No. Not a ton. Actually zero that I’m not related to. Unless–I guess there are some Haitian and Jamaican nannies who watch the rich white babies while their moms go to SoulCycle.”
  

  
    “You think your moms would prefer a white girl with money or a Haitian nanny?” Kel asked.
  

  
    Desmond laughed trying to imagine Mom’s reaction to that particular dilemma. “Neither one. Go to Morehouse, pledge Alpha Phi Alpha, meet a nice Alpha Kappa Alpha girl of course, and marry her after graduation. That is the acceptable option.”
  

  
    “Well you are one unacceptable motherfucker,” Kel said. “Probably good to ease your moms into that reality slowly.”
  

  
    Desmond didn’t want to think about that. But he couldn’t stop himself. It felt like something had changed. Well, something 
    
      had
    
    changed. He’d spoken the truth aloud for the first time. How was he going to undo that? “Do you guys–this is a weird question.” 
  

  
    He paused for so long that Kel broke in with, “so, you gonna ask it, or just think about it?”
  

  
    “Yeah. Sorry. The cops are probably going to come out of the elevator in a few minutes and take us back to our regular lives–”
  

  
    “Shit,” Kaitlynne said. “I really should hide my drugs. Or, I mean, they’re not gonna search us or anything, right?”
  

  “They’re not gonna search Ashley,” Kel said. “She’s the only one of us who looks like she fits in here. Black boys and townies, though…”

  
    “Anyway,” Desmond said as Kaitlynne walked over to one of the couches and slid a bunch of plastic baggies into the cushions, “I just wonder if anything is gonna be different. I 
    
      feel
    
    different. But I can’t come out to everybody. Okay, I can’t come out to anybody. I never even came out to myself. Like never said it out loud to Jason, or even by myself in my room when nobody else was home. I feel different, but I still don’t like myself. So, has anything changed? Did anything real happen here, or was it just a few random minutes in the dark?”
  

  
    “Man, if I had a quarter for every time I’ve heard 
    
      that
    
    question,” Kel said.
  

  
    “What?” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Well, I wouldn’t even have a quarter. You happy now?” Kel said, but he didn’t look mad. “You killed the joke.”
  

  
    “It deserved to die,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “So?” Desmond said. “Is anything different?”
  

  
    “Not for me,” Kaitlynne said. “I mean, I will never forget how nice you guys were to me. But my mom’s still a junkie. Nicki still needs me. And I still need money and a steady supply of heroin for my mom so I can keep my shitty life going. I feel like–I mean, no offense, but having your life changed by a conversation is something that happens to rich people.”
  

  
    “My dad’s gonna be shitfaced by the time I get home,” Ashley said. “If he’s in a good mood, he’ll ignore me. If he’s in a bad mood, he’ll call me a whore. Nothing that happened here is gonna change that.”
  

  
    “Sorry, bro,” Kel said. “I think it’s just you.” 
  

  
    “Okay,” Desmond said. “I feel you. I can’t tell the truth and throw my whole life away. But I do–this is corny, okay, I know it’s corny. But just saying it out loud made me feel, like, lighter somehow.”
  

  
    “Yeah, that’s not corny,” Kaitlynne said. “Like, I didn’t realize how much it was weighing me down to keep the secret until I wasn’t keeping it anymore. But shit doesn’t–I’ve seen my mom have these big moments where she realizes what a shitty mom, what a shitty 
    
      person
    
    she is, and in that minute, she’s like–”
  

  
    “Paul on the road to Damascus,” Desmond said. Everybody looked at him blankly.
  

  
    “Nobody knows what you’re talking about,” Kel said. Desmond wanted to protest that hundreds of millions of people all over the world knew what he was talking about, but he decided to let it go.
  

  
    “What I was going to say is that life doesn’t work like that. You might realize how you’ve been fucking up, but that doesn’t change anything. People just keep fucking up in the same way over and over again,” Kaitlynne said.
  

  
    That seemed incredibly grim to Desmond. But then, so did Kaitlynne’s whole life. He decided not to push the issue. 
  

  
    Ashley suddenly laughed. They all looked at her. “I‘m sorry,” she said. “It’s just that we’re talking about going back to our real lives, and I started to get all stressed out. And then I thought, Jesus. I would literally rather be cowering in a dark basement thinking someone was gonna shoot me than living my regular life. How fucked up is that?”
  

  
    “I feel the same way,” Kaitlynne said. “And it’s pretty fucked up.”
  

  
    Desmond didn’t say anything. He felt lucky to have a life he liked that he could go back to. Even if the whole thing did depend on maintaining a lie so big he often felt like it would crush him.
  

  
    “Do you guys–” Kel said. “Like, this is probably a dumb idea, but we could have a group text or something. Just to stay in touch. Like maybe our lives aren’t gonna be different, but at least we’ll know that there are other people who 
    
      know.
    
    You know? People you don’t have to lie to or explain shit to. Like I don’t see how I can do really anything to help any of you, but at least I can listen.”
  

  
    “Is this like some kind of backdoor way to try to get the sexts I sent to Desmond?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    Desmond jumped in before Kel could answer. “That was actually a really kind thing you did for me, and I am not about to repay your kindness by spreading that around. Also, you really shouldn’t say anything about a ‘backdoor way’ around this kid. I could hear the jokes forming in his head.”
  

  
    Kel shook his head. “Brother has been out of the closet for like ten minutes and thinks he’s got a sense of humor all the sudden. And anyway, look–I certainly have a strong, and maybe even overpowering, interest in matters of a sexual nature, but I am not trying to get sexts meant for someone else. That shit is just pathetic.”
  

  
    So if someone forwarded you a sext they got, you would just delete it without even looking?” Ashley asked.
  

  
    “I mean…” Kel stammered. “Shit, I’m human! I don’t know. I have never been in that situation. I wanna think I would do the right thing, but I mean, what you know you 
    
      should
    
    do and what you end up doing ain’t always the same.”
  

  
    Desmond nodded. That was essentially the story of his life.
  

  
    “Well, at least you’re honest,” Ashley said. “And I was really just giving you a hard time. Which wasn’t actually very nice because you were in the middle of trying to do something good. So yeah–here’s my number.” She said it out loud, and Desmond and Kaitlynne followed.
  

  
    “Cool,” Kel said. “I guess now we just wait for them to clear the building so we can get back to reality. Do you guys wanna play pool or ping pong or something?”
  

  
    “Wait,” Desmond said. “Shh. I hear something.” There was a low hum that grew louder. And then a bell sounded, and the elevator doors slid open.
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Ashley


  
  
    They all stared as the doors opened. Ashley’s heart pounded. The cops could come in with guns drawn and make them all lay down on the floor and question them for hours, and even though she knew Kel was probably right that she’d be above suspicion, she wasn’t going to just happily go home while her friends–so weird that she thought of them like that, and it’s not like they were all gonna be hanging out next weekend, or probably any weekend, but still, there ought to be a name for them, and friend was as close as she could get–were face down on the floor with guns at their heads.
  

  
    But then it wasn’t cops who came out of the elevator. It was a young guy in a blue coveralls that said FACILITIES on them. He was white–
    
      very
    
    white, like he’d been inside all winter, even though it was only October. He was tall, and thin, and had curly brown hair and some gross little not-beard thing on his chin. She guessed he was probably in his early 20’s.
  

  
    “Whoa!” the guy said. “What the hell are you doing down here?”
  

  
    “Hiding,” Ashley said. “Is it over? The lockdown? Can we go?” 
  

  
    She watched his face. He just looked confused. “What? No. It’s not over. How did you get down here?”
  

  
    “Elevator, bruh,” Kel said. 
  

  
    “But you have to badge–” 
  

  
    “Yeah. We found a staff ID. Flor Ruiz. Know her?”
  

  
    The guy looked confused again. “What? No.”
  

  
    “Bruh,” Kel said. “You just said that. You okay?”
  

  
    “I am…I’m fine,” the guy said. But he really didn’t look fine. He looked disoriented. Which Ashley guessed was something that trauma could do to you. But still. 
  

  
    Kaitlynne stood up, grinned, and walked over to the guy, hand extended. “Hi!” she said. “I’m Kaitlynne! I’m sorry we startled you. I know we’re not like supposed to be down here, but it seemed like the safest place to be.”
  

  
    He looked at her hand, not shaking it. Kel got up too. “I’m Kel,” he said, holding his fist high like we was going to bump fists with the guy, but the guy just looked puzzled.
  

  
    “Ashley,” Ashley said, smiling her best “oh, was I going over the speed limit, officer? Lil’ ol’ me?” smile. 
  

  
    “Desmond,” Desmond said, not getting up from his seat on the floor.
  

  
    The guy looked at all of them. “Um. Hello?” he said.
  

  
    “Yes!” Kel said. “That is the customary greeting! We are making some progress!” Ashley looked at the guy, though she really didn’t know what she was looking for. Obviously he wasn’t carrying a rifle, but his coveralls were not exactly tight–he could have guns or explosives or whatever under there. She looked at his hands–weren’t they supposed to be stained if you fired a gun? Or did they have to spray something on them? She actually wished she’d paid some attention while Mom was watching 
    
      CSI
    
    . 
  

  
    “Hey,” Kaitlynne said. “We found some energy drinks down here. We kinda helped ourselves, but there’s two left. You want one?”
  

  
    “Um. Yeah. Yes. I do want one,” He said. He didn’t say thank you, and he still hadn’t told them his name. The guy was definitely off. But maybe he’d been shot 
    
      at
    
    . Hell, just a few minutes ago they’d all been panicky and crying. It’s not like anybody was really at their best today. 
  

  
    But still. This guy was weird. But then, she’d made assumptions about who Desmond and Kaitlynne and Kel were that turned out to be wrong. Well, her assumptions about Kel were actually pretty spot on, but the other two were not the people she’d thought they were. Did this guy deserve the benefit of the doubt?
  

  
    She remembered her Aunt Kelly’s advice. She considered it the best piece of advice she’d ever gotten. “Remember this, Ash,” Aunt Kelly had told Ashley right before she moved to Oregon, shortly after Ashley’s boobs had arrived, “if you’re in a situation that feels creepy? That’s because it
    
      is
    
    creepy. If it feels weird, get out of the situation. Don’t try to talk yourself out of that feeling that things aren’t right just because you can’t back it up logically. Listen to that little voice telling you something is wrong and get out.”
  

  
    It had kind of freaked Ashley out in the 6th grade, but once she really started going to parties in the 9th grade, she’d seen how true it was. She had refused more than one ride home because she would rather walk than be in a car with a guy giving off creepy vibes.
  

  
    That little voice that Aunt Kelly was talking about, which Ashley actually imagined as Aunt Kelly herself, though she’d had a fight with mom and Ashley hadn’t heard her voice in years, was screaming its head off right now. She looked at the others and wondered if they heard it too. She couldn’t tell what the guys were thinking, but Kaitlynne was definitely acting different. She was not friendly and perky with people she didn’t know. They’d all seen that this morning.
  

  
    But there she was, smiling in a way that looked almost flirtatious as she handed the guy the can of energy drink that she’d opened for him. He took several big gulps, and Ashley hoped the disgust didn’t register on her face as he did. He let out a long, loud burp and smiled. “That is a lot better,” he said. “This shit really works. I was exhausted. And surprised. Couldn’t quite get my head around the fact that there were people down here. I was taken aback.”
  

  
    “Well, yeah, everybody’s pretty on edge today,” Kel said. 
  

  
    The guy kept talking, either ignoring Kel or genuinely having no idea that he’d said anything. “I like, I just couldn’t think! You were not supposed to be here. I couldn’t figure out a way forward. You know? But sometimes it’s okay to just let go and see what happens, you know, because things don’t always go according to plan.”
  

  
    The voice in Ashley’s head was still screaming. “So,” she said. “The police should probably be here any minute. Which is good because then we can all go home. What’s your name, by the way?”
  

  
    He looked at her, finally realizing somebody else had spoken. “You wanna know my 
    
      name
    
    ? Now? How many times have you walked right past me and not even looked at me, like I’m not a person? And now you’re not the one with power, and suddenly you care what my name is?”
  

  
    “Dude,” Ashley said, hoping to keep her voice casual/dismissive even though her heart was pounding. “I don’t even go here.” She pointed to the OHS CHEER running down the right leg of her sweatpants. “Oldham High School. I was here for a cheer clinic. I literally have never set foot on this campus before today. And after today, I don’t have any desire to ever come back.”
  

  
    “I’m in high school too,” Kel said. “Boston Latin Academy. Go Dragons. I was visiting friends in JoTo.”
  

  
    “I was visiting friends here too,” Desmond said. “I’m a junior in high school.”
  

  
    “And I’m just here to sell drugs to a bunch of stuck up rich kids,” Kaitlynne said. “Speaking of which, I’ve got a dub of OG Kush in the couch cushions over there. If you wanna smoke up. You know, mellow out a little bit after the stress of the morning. My customers swear by it for stress. Midterms and finals times I can’t keep it in stock.”
  

  
    “No,’ the guy said, seeming both shocked and annoyed at Kaitlynne’s suggestion. “I don’t want that. You’re lying. You’re all lying. You are not all high school students.”
  

  
    “Well, technically you are correct,” Kel said. “We are not all high school students, as my friend Kaitlynne here is in the midst of a gap year. But we are all high school age, and we are certainly not enrolled at Miskatonic.”
  

  
    “I dropped out,” Kaitlynne said. “Too many responsibilities at home anyway. And education is for rich kids anyway. I figured that shit out–the same kids the teachers loved, the same ones who were popular, they were the ones who were gonna end up in college, and then running shit. You probably see a lot of them here, right? Snobs who think their shit don’t smell cause their dad has a nice car.” Ashley’s eyes flitted to Desmond. If he was offended, he wasn’t showing it. Kel looked like he was getting ready to start motormouthing again. So they were all nervous too. They saw it too. Something not right about this guy.
  

  
    “So they turned off the cell service,” Kel said. “What does the news say? Police gonna storm the building, or what?”
  

  
    The guy smiled. It was, Ashley thought, the same kind of smile her creepy Biology teacher used to flash. Not happy. Predatory. “Mmm, I suspect it’ll be a while before the police clear the building. There are…suspicious packages in the atrium. I guess it’ll probably take the bomb squad a while to clear those out. And then they’ll have to go room to room through the whole place. No, it won’t be soon. And who knows what’ll happen?”
  

  
    There hadn’t been any suspicious packages in the atrium when they’d come down here. Which meant somebody–oh hell, it was definitely the angry creepy guy standing right in front of them–had planted them in the last hour or so. Once she faced the fact that this was the shooter, Ashley started thinking about how to get past him, get out of here. They couldn’t run up the stairs because of the barricade. They didn’t have any weapons, at least that Ashley knew of. 
  

  
    She couldn’t believe it had only been a few minutes since she’d felt the big surge of relief when the lights came back on. She had even felt grateful. Not to God or whatever, but just grateful for getting through this. For still being alive, as fucked up as her life was. But now she wasn’t through this. Not yet. She really wished she could talk to everybody else without this guy so they could figure out what to do. God, she felt stupid for coming down here. If only they’d stayed in Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill…well,then he would have seen them when he came through the atrium, and they’d be in the same situation. Or dead already.
  

  
    Nobody was coming to help. So how could she help herself? Well, she’d never had any trouble charming guys before.
  

  
    She flipped her hair away from her face and looked up at the guy with a half smile on her face. “So,” she said, “you never told us your name. As long as we’re all stuck down here together, we should probably get to know each other, don’t you think?”
  

  
    The guy looked at her, clenching his jaw just like Desmond had done earlier when he was angry. Then the guy laughed. “You must really think I’m stupid,” he said. “Bitches like you don’t pay any attention to guys like me.”
  

  
    “Hey!” Desmond said, standing up. “You can’t just come in here and disrespect people like that! You don’t know this girl! You have no right!”
  

  
    “The hell I don’t!” The guy said. “I’ve seen more stuck up bitches like this than I can count.” Ashley’s heart was hammering now. She was terrified. But they hadn’t seen a weapon yet. She didn’t think Desmond, or Kaitlynne for that matter, was gonna let this guy get away with hitting her. She reminded herself to breathe and hoped she wouldn’t pass out. She felt light headed. “They don’t give a shit about me. They don’t even care that I’m alive. In high school they used to laugh at me. Stand in the hallway in their little bitch cliques and laugh at me as I walked by. And I thought that was bad.
  

  
    “But then I got here. Put this on.” He tugged at his coveralls. “And I found out what’s worse than being laughed at. Now they look 
    
      through
    
    me. Like I don’t even exist. Like I don’t matter at all. Well, I fucking do matter.”
  

  
    “Everybody matters,” Ashley said, hating the way her voice was trembling. “And I didn’t do any of those things to you.” 
  

  
    “But you would. You can say you would…wouldn’t, but we know the truth.”
  

  
    “You don’t know me,” Ashley said. 
  

  
    “And you don’t know me. And you wouldn’t ever try to.”
  

  
    “You know, you’re right,” Kaitlynne said. Ashley looked at her, but Kaitlynne wouldn’t look back. Was Kaitlynne being fake with the facilities guy now, or had she been fake with them all day? “You live here in Arkham?” Kaitlynne asked him.
  

  
    He looked at Kaitlynne but didn’t respond.
  

  
    “I live on the back of Dunwich Hill,” Kaitlynne said. “2 bedroom apartment with my mom and sister. Work at the Taco Bell. I figured it out one day when I was watching some snob wipe taco sauce off his Miskatonic sweatshirt: I would literally have to pull an entire 8-hour shift at the Bell to bring home enough money to afford one of those Miskatonic sweatshirts these kids wear all the time. They come into The Bell all drunk and high, and they make jokes at me, like they think I’m a loser because I work there, like they’re better than me, when they have the easiest–like, lives so easy I literally can’t even
    
      imagine
    
    them. They think they’re better than me because I actually work. They wouldn’t last a day in my life. With a junkie mom and a sister to take care of.”
  

  
    The facilities guy stared at her. “You don’t know shit about me. You don’t, you don’t get me, okay? Fucking dyke.”
  

  
    “I…” Kaitlynne started, then stopped. Nobody said anything for a second. Then Desmond took a step toward the guy, looking especially unforgiving and unchristian at that moment.
  

  
    Desmond was only a little taller than this guy, but he outweighed him by at least fifty pounds. He looked like he could definitely take the guy, and if a fight did start, Ashley was ready to jump right in. Judging by the look on Kaitlynne’s face, she would too.
  

  
    “You talk pretty tough to the girls,” Desmond said. “What you got to say to 
    
      this
    
    faggot?”
  

  
    The guy smiled, reached into his coveralls, and pulled out a pistol. “I say sit down, faggot.”
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Kel


  
  
    When he told some of the suburban kids that he gamed with that he lived in Boston–and in Roxbury at that–they would ask him about violence. Had he ever been shot, did he know anybody who’d been shot, did he have a gun, stupid shit like that.
  

  
    And then they didn’t believe him when he said the only people that really scared him in his neighborhood were the drunk Northeastern students. But it was true. He’d seen on Facebook that a kid he was friends with in 2nd grade had been shot to death last year, and there was that girl in his history class who was out for a week last year when her cousin was shot. So he was aware of violence, and he took it seriously, but his life wasn’t 
    
      The Wire
    
    or something like the suburban kids thought.
  

  
    So this was the first gun he’d actually seen in real life. And his reaction wasn’t the complete terror he would have imagined. It just seemed a little absurd. Like this little thing you could just hold in your hand could take someone’s life. It seemed too weird to be real.
  

  
    Desmond apparently did have the good sense to be scared, since he sat down without saying anything. Kel hated that. He hated that the little piece of metal this guy was holding gave him the power to make people obey him. 
  

  
    “Everybody body zsit down,” the guy said, and Kel wondered briefly why the guy was stumbling over his words. Maybe he was more scared than he looked. Or maybe he just always did that. Kel hoped it was fear making the guy talk like this, but the guy didn’t look scared at all.
  

  
    “I’m bored of talking to you. I thought I’d just wait till they got down here and maybe take a few few pigs with me when I go. But then you idiots had to be here. So I want you to tell em about tell the world about me. Tell all the stuck up bitches that they can’t laugh at the nice guys forever. This is what they get. What they all get. You can’t treat people that way and then go spread your legs for every…you can only shit on the nice guys for so long before you’re called to..reckon. Account. You think I’m an abbaberration, but I’m not. I’m the vanguard! I’m the first of first of many! So bitches better change their way they act or the day of reckoning is coming for all of em. Like you,” he said, swinging the gun over toward Ashley.
  

  
    Ashley was crying and holding her hands over her face. “I didn’t do anything to you!” she screamed.
  

  
    And something snapped in Kel. He got off the couch and stood between Ashley and the gun, and as he did, he had the weird feeling that he was watching himself do it and silently yelling at this idiot to sit down before he got shot.
  

  
    “No!” Kel yelled. “Can you even hear yourself, bro? You are legit standing there aiming a gun at people and saying you a nice guy. Motherfucker, you are 
    
      not
    
    a nice guy! This shit is like the fucking textbook definition of not a nice guy! So don’t act like you on some kind of mission. I’ma drop some wisdom on you like your mama obviously dropped you on your bigass head: girls don’t owe you shit. You are not the victim of some kind of injustice. You are heavily armed and creepy as fuck. You ever think maybe girls be picking up on that vibe? You ever ask yourself what it is about 
    
      you
    
    that makes girls not like you, or do you really think half the human race are stupid bitches? You ever say to yourself, ‘lemme get a haircut, shave the fucking pubes off my chin, maybe go to a gym and a therapist?’ Like how did shooting people jump ahead of all those other options? If you were like, ‘aah, I am pure evil, hail Satan’ or some shit, I could at least be like, well this dude is at least self aware. But you down here crying like a baby, like you the victim, when you the fool putting bullets in people? Nah. Fuck that. Ashley is not gonna die because you got your head up your ass.”
  

  
    The guy gave a slow blink. “Kay,” he said. “Shoot you insteh–” and he crumpled to the floor. A loud bang echoed off the cinderblock walls. Kel smiled at the shooter’s inert body. “Ha! I literally talked that motherfucker to death!”
  

  
    “Um,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “Yo,” Kaitlynne said. They didn’t look happy, which he didn’t understand. Ashley looked happy, though, as she ran up and hugged him.
  

  
    “I…thank you. Just…”
  

  
    “You’d better sit down,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “What?” Kel said. “Why?”
  

  
    “Look at your leg,” Kaitlynne said. Kel looked down. His pant leg was soaked through with blood.
  

  
    “Shit,” Kel said. “These are new Jordans! Why’d that motherfucker have to bleed on me?”
  

  
    “Desmond, help me,” Kaitlynne said, getting under Kel’s right arm. Desmond scooted under his left arm.
  

  
    “The fuck you guys doing?” Kel said. 
  

  
    “It’s not his blood,” Kaitlynne said. “It’s yours. He shot you in the leg.”
  

  
    “Pssht,” Kel said as they maneuvered him toward the elevator where Ashley was pushing the button. “He didn’t shoot me. See?” He pulled up his pant leg, and there was an explosion of pain in his calf. “Oh, fuck! He did shoot me! Make sure it’s not my femoral artery!”
  

  
    “It’s not your femoral artery,” Desmond said. “But we’re gonna get you some help.”
  

  
    “Are there any sexy nursing students who could apply some pressure?” Kel said.
  

  
    The elevator opened, and they all got in.
  

  
    “Shut up,” Ashley said. “So wait–I know Kel didn’t actually talk the guy to death. So what happened?
  

  
    The doors closed, and, looking at them, Kel saw a distorted reflection of Kaitlynne’s face under his arm, grinning. “I told you guys I sell stronger stuff than weed. I just slipped a little something into his energy drink. Actually it was a lot of something.”
  

  
    “Is he gonna live?” Desmond said.
  

  
    “I’m not a fuckin doctor,” Kaitlynne said. “But I sure hope not.”
  

  
    Kel looked down at his leg and smiled. “Yo, if I live through this, I’ma get so much play. What’s that scar on your leg? Oh that’s where I got shot telling a gunman what a dick he was.” He turned toward Kaitlynne. “No disrespect, but I’ma leave out the part about you drugging his ass.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne smiled. “Well, you didn’t know he was drugged when you jumped in front of the gun. That was the bravest, dumbest thing I have ever seen anybody do. And you will get tons of play. Not even gonna lie: I would do you right now.”
  

  
    “Same,” Ashley said.
  

  
    “Yep,” Desmond said.
  

  
    “Well, hit that stop button on the elevator, fools!” Kel said. “Dez, I’ma have to see how I feel once the ladies are done with me. You might have to take a raincheck.”
  

  
    The elevator doors opened, and a phalanx of police officers pointed guns at them.
  

  
    “Hands where I can see them!” a guy with a big automatic rifle said. Great, Kel thought. More dicks with guns. 
  

  
    Everybody raised their hands, and Kel suddenly felt pretty light headed and figured he’d just take a quick nap as long as he was face down on the floor anyway, and when did that happen?
  

  




  
  




28
Kaitlynne


  
  
    Kel was rushed into an ambulance. Two cops took Desmond, two others took Ashley, and two more–plainclothes staties she didn’t recognize, not Arkham cops–took Kaitlynne. They brought her to Dean of Awesome’s Good Time Grill and asked her to sit in a booth. 
  

  
    The plainclothes cops sat opposite her. “I’m detective St. Jean,” said one, a middle-aged black guy, “and this is detective Sullivan,” he said, gesturing to a younger white guy. “We’d like to ask you a few questions about what happened today.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne’s mom had been an incredibly shitty parent in almost every way, but she had drummed into Kaitlynne’s head what she was to do if she ever got arrested, a circumstance her mom was very familiar with.
  

  
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t answer police questions without an attorney present.”
  

  
    “Can I see your ID please?” detective Sullivan said. Kaitlynne reached into her bag, extracted her State ID card because driving school was expensive and pretty pointless when you didn’t have access to a car anyway, and handed it over. 
  

  
    Detective St. Jean looked at her license. “So, Kaitlynne, I see that you’re only sixteen years old. What brings you to the Miskatonic campus on a Sunday morning?”
  

  
    “I’m sorry,” Kaitlynne replied. “I don’t answer police questions without an attorney present.”
  

  
    “And why is that?” detective Sullivan asked.
  

  
    “I’m sorry, detective, but that’s a question. I don’t answer police questions without an attorney present.”
  

  
    Detective St. Jean asked her what happened in the basement, how Kel got shot, if she knew anything about the maintenance guy who might or might not survive an apparent opioid overdose. Every time, she told him that she didn’t answer police questions without an attorney present.
  

  
    She looked at the big clock on the wall. “So it looks like I’ve been detained for twenty minutes, which I believe is the standard for a reasonable detention. Am I under arrest?”
  

  
    Detective Sullivan was clearly pissed, and Kaitlynne didn’t care. “No,” he said. “We just want you to answer some questions.”
  

  
    “Well, I’ve had a long morning, and I’d like to go home now. So if I’m not under arrest, I’m going to leave.”
  

  
    Detective St. Jean slapped her license down on the table. “You think you’re pretty smart, Kaitlynne? Cause you saw a YouTube video about not talking to the police?”
  

  
    Kaitlynne smiled. “That’s a question. Like I said–”
  

  
    “Just get out of here,” Detective St. Jean said. “We’ll be in touch. You might want to let 
    
      your attorney
    
    know.”
  

  
    Kaitlynne walked out into the atrium and looked for Desmond and Ashley. She didn’t see them anywhere, so she headed for the front door. She stepped outside into the warm October sunshine and, in spite of everything, she smiled. She took a deep breath of the same Arkham air she’d been breathing her whole life, but now it smelled better.
  

  
    At least until the clouds of exhaust from all the idling cop cars and news vans hit her. There were cameras and reporters everywhere, and Kaitlynne weaved her way through campus, detouring a few times to stay out of TV shots.
  

  
    “Shit!” she said, suddenly remembering her phone. She took it out and turned it on. It took an agonizing minute for the phone to boot up, and then as soon as her phone had service, it started beeping as it caught up to Nicki’s “99+” texts. 
  

  
    She couldn’t bear to read them all. She couldn’t bear thinking about how sad and afraid Nicki must have been. Must still be. So she just started a new message. 
    
      On my way home
    
    .
  

  
    Her phone beeped, and she saw that Nicki had sent a string of emojis that she didn’t have the energy to interpret right now. She figured the thumbs up and the party hat indicated that Nicki was happy.
  

  
    And so was Kaitlynne. She walked four blocks before her phone beeped again. She realized the sound was stressing her out. Had always stressed her out. It was never good news: always Nicki needing something or Mom needing something. She looked at the screen.
  

  
    Shelter In Place, the notification said.
  

  
    Kaitlynne tapped the notification and saw this:
  

  
    
      Ladies, you better get on this before these nurses wear me out. Once they hear how I single-handedly defeated the Miskatonic shooter, they all start smiling and playing with their hair.
    
  

  
    Kaitlynne smiled and put her phone down. It beeped again.
  

  
    
      Sorry Dez. You gonna have to get in line behind these nurses. And prolly one doctor.
    
  

  
    Another block. Kaitlynne was almost home. Her phone beeped again. 
  

  
    It was Ashley. 
    
      You go get those nurses. I’m all set.
    
  

  
    Once Kaitlynne could see her building, she started to run. She ran all the way to the back of the house, threw open the bulkhead door, went down the stairs, and unlocked the basement door.
  

  
    “Nicki?” she said.
  

  
    “Kait?” Nicki’s voice came out of the basement darkness.
  

  
    “I’m here!” Kaitlynne said, tears choking her voice. She was so happy to be alive, so happy to be here for Nicki, so happy to be here 
    
      with 
    
    Nicki. She ran to the storage unit, spun the padlock, and pulled Nicki into her arms. 
  

  
    Nicki squeezed Kaitlynne so tight she thought she might break a rib, and Kaitlynne squeezed her right back. 
  

  
    Nicki was sobbing, and though none of it had been her fault, Kaitlynne felt guilty. She stroked Nicki’s long brown hair and said, “I know. I know. But it’s okay. Everything is okay.”
  

  
    Of course everything wasn’t okay. Mom was upstairs, dope sick, and Kaitlynne had a meet with her gross, snaggletoothed, possibly rapey supplier tomorrow, and a shift at the Bell tonight, and–fuck that.
  

  
    Her phone beeped, and her stomach clenched. Was it Mom? Could she hear them down here? Or was it Tyler, her manager at the Bell, asking her to come in early? She looked at the screen. Shelter in Place.
  

  
    Desmond: 
    
      You’ll be happy to know that I’ve got a session with my pastor on the responsible use of God’s gift of sexuality. EVERY TUESDAY NIGHT FOR THE REST OF THE YEAR. Also: thank you Ashley.
    
  

  
    Kaitlynne said, “okay, sweetie, I gotta move,” to Nicki, who reluctantly released her. Kaitlynne had Mom’s dope stashed in the back of the storage space inside an old VCR. As she made her way through the boxes of useless crap, she saw something else. And she stopped. She realized she wasn’t taking mom’s dope upstairs. Ever. She wasn’t going to wait two years for her life to start.
  

  
    She grabbed the dusty old Mr. Coffee, reached into the water reservoir, and pulled out her savings. 
  

  
    “Grab your go bag,” she told Nicki. “We’re outta here.”
  

  
    Nicki scurried back and grabbed her go bag; a purple nylon gym bag. Kaitlynne grabbed her own–a blue soccer backpack she’d gotten from a customer. She shrugged the backpack on and reached into her right pocket. She pulled out her burner phone, threw it on the concrete floor, and ground it under her heel, enjoying the sound of cracking glass and plastic.
  

  
    Nicki was smiling. She trusted Kaitlynne completely. Kaitlynne really hoped she deserved that trust.
  

  
    Nicki slipped her hand into Kaitlynne’s, and they walked out of the cool basement gloom and into the afternoon sunshine. The leaves on all the trees on their street were a riot of red and yellow.
  

  
    “Where are we going?” Nicki asked.
  

  
    “Well, before we do anything else, we’re going to DeMarco’s for pizza,” Kaitlynne said. “And after that, we’re going to the bus station.”
  

  
    “To go where?” Nicki asked. 
  

  
    “Honestly? I don’t know yet. But it’ll be better than here. I promise.”
  

  
    They walked hand in hand for another block, and Kaitlynne realized something was missing. She thought for a minute, and then she realized what it was: dread. She wasn’t dreading seeing Mom, or Snaggletooth, or the inside of the Bell drive-thru. 
  

  
    Weird.
  

  
    She wondered if this was what being happy felt like.
  

  
    She pulled out her phone and tapped on the Shelter In Place group chat.
  

  
    
      So
    
    , she sent 
    
      who wants to help two homeless girls find a place to start over?
    
  

  
    They rounded the corner and saw Demarco’s. She put her phone back in her pocket.
  

  
    It beeped three times.
  

  
    And, Kaitlynne realized, it didn’t stress her out.
  

  
    Not at all.
  

  




  
  




1
Afterword: Two Freebies and Two Asks


  
  Hi again! I hope you liked the book!

  Once it became clear that Shelter in Place wasn’t going to get published, I cast Kaitlynne as the star of a graphic novel I pitched to DC comics. They didn’t want to publish it, but if you’re interested in reading about Kaitlynne’s adventure in Gotham City, you can read my pitch here. It is totally part of my Batman headcanon, and it can be part of yours too!

  Back in 2005, I wrote a sequel to The Breakfast Club, trying to be as upfront about the challenges of life in one’s late 30’s-early 40’s as the original had been about life in high school. You can read it here.

  If you enjoyed this, I would really love to hear about it. I’m not asking for anything big—just a “hey—read Shelter in Place. Liked it.” would actually make my day. Send me an email or a tweet!

  Also: if you enjoyed it, I would really appreciate it if you shared it with someone you think would like it. Not so I can build my brand or my platform or anything—just because it would make me happy to know I’d written the kind of book people liked enough to recommend to someone.

  Thanks for reading. It means more to me than I can say.
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