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Аннотация
Silver Lake, Pennsylvania, is hit by a monster storm. When a massive lightning strike hits one of the nuclear reactors that provides power to Silver Lake and much of the state, essential components fail. Explosions and containment breaches follow. Radiation pours into the storm-wracked air.
Preparing for a storm was one thing, but all the duct tape, plastic tarps, and particle board in the world won't protect the townspeople from the fallout. Sarah Redmond, acting mayor of Silver Lake, and her husband, an EMT, find themselves battling the storm and nuclear disaster simultaneously: flash floods and evacuations, downed trees and radiation sickness.
Staff at the power plant scramble to determine the extent of the damage and stop the leaks. Everything's being streamed onto the internet by Marla Hollis, a local journalist who happened to be in the right place at the wrong time. Trapped at the plant, she's determined to get the story out at any cost.
Nuclear disaster, not in far-off Chernobyl or Fukushima, but on American soil. How much of Pennsylvania will become a radioactive nightmare for generations to come?


Wil Mara
Fallout


DEDICATION

For Tracey
To everything there is a season
And a time to every purpose under heaven

PROLOGUE

A tiny guardhouse stood off to the side where the gravelly, hard-packed road was bisected by a chain-link fence and sliding gate. The road was framed by wild overgrowth and the guardhouse was similarly untended; the glass-and-aluminum structure, scratched and dented and just slightly askew, resembling an old phone booth — the kind with a folding door. The man sitting on the worn chair inside was old enough to remember using that kind of booth, but the last one he’d seen was in a museum in San Francisco, when he’d visited there in the summer of 2043.
About halfway up the guardhouse’s front window, an iPad was attached to the glass by a single strip of adhesive capable of securing more than three hundred pounds to any surface, yet could be removed without so much as a scratch or a blemish. As a veteran of the security business, Al Snyder had insisted on being given some kind of entertainment device to help him while away the long hours. When his boss scoffed at this request, Snyder grumbled something about a brother-in-law who happened to be a lawyer. The boss didn’t know if he was being truthful or not but decided it wasn’t worth the risk or the bother. New iPads were cheap now — an impulse purchase in the checkout line — and the satellite connection was free. If it only cost a few bucks to shut the guy up, it was worth it.
Removing the lid from his coffee, Snyder sipped as he watched the Yankees blow another game. It was a replay of the previous night’s matchup, which he had been too tired to watch. The Yanks’ lead had been thin in the first place and had slipped away as soon as the middle relievers came out. Some things never changed. The guard yearned for the days of Jeter and Pettitte, Williams, and Rivera. But that was all ancient history now. Even Jeter’s son had come and gone, a phenomenal talent like his father but trapped on a ship of fools. The Yankees had reached the playoffs just once in the 2030s, and had been hammered by Cleveland in the first round.
When they stranded two runners to end the eighth, the guard cursed at the screen, then told the iPad to change to ESPN when a commercial came on. There was a commercial on the new channel, too, and he cursed again.
A vehicle appeared in the distance, a cloud of dust billowing up behind it.
“Who the hell is this now?” he mumbled.
He’d held his current post for almost eight years and had seen exactly three vehicles approach the gate in all that time — until a few weeks ago, that is. Since then, the average had leaped to five or six a day. They were government rigs, military mostly, but also some agency sedans. And then, very recently, everyday people in everyday vehicles. He didn’t know what was going on because no one told him anything. Something in the equation was clearly changing, and he couldn’t shake the feeling he might not be employed for much longer.
When the approaching vehicle was close enough, he saw that it was a black limousine. This had to be the one he’d gotten the call about late yesterday afternoon.
You’re going to have a special visitor tomorrow, arriving in a limo. Let them through, no questions asked.
When he inquired as to the special visitor’s identity, his boss blew him off. Since then, he’d been in a foul mood. He didn’t like visitors in his little corner of the universe, and the sudden increase in the volume of traffic after so many years of blissful isolation had kept him on edge for weeks now. At least he’d gotten to enjoy the power rush that came with making government personnel defer to him, if only for a few moments while he reviewed their paperwork and confirmed their appointments. But this here—Let them through, no questions asked— this didn’t sit well at all.
Snyder turned back to the iPad. “What time is it?”
A dark moiré pattern overrode a commercial for American Airlines, and the time appeared in giant numbers—10:00:14 A.M. His highfalutin visitors were right on schedule.
“Thanks,” he said, and the time vanished.
He didn’t tuck in his striped uniform shirt on any other day, and he wasn’t going to now. Stepping out of the booth, he defied orders and held a hand high, bringing the limo squealing to a halt. He did his best to appear indifferent while giving the car a good lookover. All the glass save for the windshield was smoked dark, denying him any glimpse of his guest and doubling his determination to be obstinate. Maybe he’d have no choice but to let them pass in the end, but for now he still had the key to the gate.
The driver’s door opened and a man got out. His tie was pulled loose and he wore no jacket or livery cap.
“Please open the gate if you wouldn’t mind,” he said evenly, demonstrating neither respect nor contempt. “We’ve got a schedule.”
Snyder retrieved a tablet from his booth, this one so beat up it looked as though it’d been kicked around by a bunch of kids. Taking the stylus from its clip, he said, “I need to know who’s coming through.”
“You’ve been contacted about that. Please, we’re running a little behind because of all the traffic at the last checkpoint. The media is everywhere, as I’m sure I don’t have to tell you.”
Again the driver’s tone was altogether professional, making it difficult for Snyder to estimate how far he could push.
“You know this area has been quarantined for over thirty years, right?” he asked.
“Yes, we know.”
“Okay, so I can’t just—”
A door opened on the far side of the car and its lone passenger stepped out, a fiftyish woman dressed in a black pantsuit. She was strikingly attractive and had the general air of one who lived better than most. As soon as the guard saw her face, his mouth fell open.
* * *
“Is that—?”
“Excuse me for a moment,” the driver said, putting up a finger as he started toward the woman. “Ma’am, are you okay?”
“Yes, thank you, I’m fine.”
She walked to the gate and stopped, her gaze fixed on what lay beyond. The gravel road rose gently to the horizon, the overgrowth thickening to include a few scant oaks and maples. About a hundred yards along, concrete barriers shaped like giant jumping jacks had been dragged aside. Beyond them, the hard-packed gravel became macadam, mostly broken and potholed. The weedy earth had made some progress moving inward as it attempted to reclaim its territory.
The woman barely noticed any of this; her mind was rapidly filling with the memories she had struggled for years to suppress. The relentless wail of the ambulances… the beating pulse of the helicopters… the screaming cries of both children and adults. She could still see it all in her mind so clearly. A mother running clumsily down a road with a baby under her arm, the headlights of a military transport bouncing behind her. A middle-aged couple taking turns carrying their unconscious eight-year-old son. Two men whose cars had collided because neither would give the other the right of way having a fistfight in the street as their families watched in horror.
The call to return to this place came two weeks ago — a call she hoped would either come sooner than later, or never at all. She had imagined it so many times, lived through it in a thousand dreams and nightmares.
“Ma’am?” the driver asked, moving closer. “We should go or we’re going to be late.”
She nodded. “I know.”
She turned back to the car. The guard hustled to the gate and pulled the keys out of his pocket. The lock was undone, the chain removed, and the gate rolled aside.
The woman got back into the limousine without another word. Then she closed her eyes and breathed deep.
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PRESENT DAY
He’d better not use the storm as an excuse to get out of the interview, Marla thought as she followed the snakelike flow of CR-522. If he does, I’m going to make his life miserable. It had taken six months of pestering to get Andrew Corwin to commit, and he’d already rescheduled twice.
Marla took no notice of the beautiful green hills that rose and fell around her. She kept one eye on the road and another on her iPhone, which was propped against her bag in the passenger seat. She expected at any moment to see Corwin’s number on the screen — a call or, worse, a text message — canceling. He backed out via text last time, so he wasn’t above that kind of cowardice. He hadn’t even bothered to make up an explanation; just, “Sorry, we have to do it another day.” The storm that was coming would provide another excuse.
The weather had been the only topic of conversation in Silver Lake’s business district, which was now about eight miles behind her. They were discussing it on the local news as she got dressed in her townhouse, in the diner as she went over her notes, and at the gas station as she filled up her little Honda. Residents traded tips about using sump pumps, patching leaky roofs, storing lawn furniture, and whether or not they really needed to board up the windows.
There were two or three big storms every spring in this area; Marla knew this because she’d spent most of her thirty-eight years here. Some of those storms had been both spectacular and destructive. This one, however, was supposed to be on another level altogether; a “tempest for the ages,” according to one forecaster. Twenty inches of rain was predicted along with gale-force winds. The kind of storm that brings everything in a small town like Silver Lake to a halt for a few days.
Marla hated all the fuss. Even as a child, she loathed the idea of letting the weather get in her way. If she wanted to go to a friend’s house in the snow, she put on her boots and heavy coat and trudged over there. If she wanted to drive to the mall and the roads were icy, she downshifted into first and crawled along. Once, while on assignment in Oklahoma, she ignored a tornado warning and went to a restaurant where she’d made a reservation a week earlier. She was furious when she found a CLOSED DUE TO POSSIBLE TWISTER sign taped to the window of the front door. Her attitude hadn’t changed a whit from then until now, and it never would. Life was too short to worry about the damned weather.
The road rose gradually for another quarter mile. When it peaked, Corwin’s nuclear power plant — known formally as the Silver Lake Nuclear Power Facility — came into view in the valley below. Marla first noticed the two giant cooling towers, with a dense white plume rising from one of them and a broad river moving sluggishly in the background. To the east, separated from the towers by a service road, was the main campus: a pair of dome-topped reactor containments; several smaller buildings housing the turbines, generators, and transformers; a flat-roofed administrative center; and an employee parking lot.
From this distance, Marla thought, all appeared to be peaceful, even pastoral. But she could not shake the feeling that she was looking at a sleeping monster.
With considerable apprehension, she began her descent.
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Sarah Redmond sat in the kitchen of her townhouse, scribbling in a pocket-sized notepad despite the arsenal of electronic devices that surrounded her. The current weather report was displayed on the screen of her laptop. The iPad next to it was propped up in its unfolded leather case. Beside that, an iPhone lay on its back, the screen brightening as more text messages piled in. The small television on the counter was tuned to a morning news program, with the sound turned off.
Beyond this constellation of gadgetry was Sarah’s breakfast — a plate of scrambled eggs, rye toast, and hash browns, each item less than half eaten and long gone cold.
On the TV, a low-budget commercial for a local auto center faded out and the words STORM UPDATE whirled into place against a CGI backdrop of rain and lighting. She grabbed the remote and put the sound back on.
“… that we’re expecting a full update any time now, but we’re still predicting at least six inches of rainfall and gale-force winds of up to sixty-five miles per hour. And if that warm front from Canada continues to roll down this way and reaches our valley, we could have a whole new ball game.”
Along the bottom of the screen, flowing through a narrow red band, the looped message STORM EMERGENCY… PLEASE TAKE RECOMMENDED STEPS FOR SAFETY… SEE HTTP://WWW.SILVERLAKEGOV.ORG/EMERGENCYMANAGEMENT FOR MORE… STAY TUNED FOR FURTHER INFORMATION…
When the audio began to repeat, Sarah muted it and went back to her notepad. Her husband came in a moment later, dressed in a crisp EMT uniform of navy pants and a white short-sleeved shirt. Although the outfit was not meant to flatter, it was unable to disguise Emilio Rodriguez’s near-perfect build, and Sarah found herself temporarily distracted. She thought again how remarkable it was that she never tired of running her gaze over him, and that one good look always launched a delightful flutter in the pit of her stomach. A certain degree of discipline was required to wrestle her attention back to the storm prep.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey, yourself.”
“Ready to go, I see?”
“You bet.” She stole another quick glance when he turned away to pour himself some coffee.
“When did you get out of bed?” Emilio asked.
“Around five.”
“You’re going to collapse if you don’t get more sleep,” he said.
“I’ll have plenty of time to sleep after I’m dead.”
He sniffed out a little laugh and shook his head. “I think one of Silver Lake’s most respected councilwomen — and for the moment, its acting mayor — should be a little less cavalier with her health.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“Do you want more coffee? Maybe that’ll help.”
“Sure.”
After filling her cup and returning the pot to the warming plate, Emilio got busy with his own breakfast. He composed a bowl of fresh fruit — blackberries, blueberries, and raspberries, plus cut-up strawberries, bananas, and pineapple — then scrambled some egg whites. A glass of nonfat milk completed the meal, and Emilio used the first few swallows of it to wash down a spoonful of almond butter, a selection of nutritional supplements, and a mild antidepressant.
Setting his plate and bowl on the counter and taking the chair next to his wife, he asked, “What’s the latest on the storm?”
“They haven’t given any new information in a while, but they’re still saying gale-force winds and six inches of rain.”
“Oh, man. Not good.” He shook his head in disbelief, then started into his fruit bonanza.
“I know — six inches in less than twenty-four hours. There’ll be flooding all over town. I sent another email to everyone, reminding them of the supplies they’ll need.” Sarah had long ago taken up the habit of using the word “everyone” to mean the citizenry of Silver Lake. It was an intimate, almost familial, reference, and she enjoyed using it. “I’m sure I’ll get thank-you cards from some of the town proprietors after the storm. I also got a text saying the new siren was ready. Oh, and Mrs. Hewitt said we could use her place as a shelter for pets. Isn’t she great?”
Emilio nodded and forked a strawberry into his mouth. “I’ll stop by and drop off the food and the other stuff I got, if that’s okay with you.”
She turned and looked into the wide brown eyes she had loved from the first. As always, she found his sensitivity toward the most vulnerable — animals, children, the aged, even plant life — not just noble but downright arousing.
“Of course it’s okay,” she said. “What about your team? Are they fully prepped?”
“Yes, boss.”
“All the equipment’s in order, ready to roll?”
“Yes, boss.”
“The boats, too, since we’ll probably need them?”
“Yes, boss.”
She grinned. “You’ve really got them in line, haven’t you?” When he didn’t respond, she added, “They must be scared of you.”
“They’re scared of you,” he said, suddenly animated.
“Oh, no, please don’t say that.”
He grinned back, revealing startlingly white teeth. “No, they’re not. They love you to death. Who in this town doesn’t?”
“I’m sure there are some.”
“No, there aren’t.”
“Mm-hmm…”
Sarah pulled over the laptop to check for new email. There were six, two of which were obvious spam. Once she was done with them, she modulated to another screen — a photograph of a freshly built single-story municipal building that was mostly huge panes of greenish glass and a long, flat roof. The latter jutted out at the front on four marble columns, with the words EDGAR G. REDMOND COMMUNITY CENTER set into the facade in simple capital letters.
“They did such a great job with it,” she said.
“Absolutely.”
“They were so appreciative of Dad.”
“They were.”
She looked adoringly at the image for a few more moments, then jumped as if poked with a hot iron.
“My speech for the opening ceremony!” She reached down and pulled a leather portfolio out of the bag at her feet. “I don’t think — oh, no, I think I left the pages—”
“Easy…” Emilio said, one hand up to forestall her panic. “Easy there.” From his back pocket he produced a vertically folded sheaf of papers, college ruled, with ragged edges where they’d been ripped from a spiral-bound notebook. Both sides of every page were covered in Sarah’s inflated but legible script.
Taking the papers, she smiled like a delighted child. “How did you—”
“They were sitting in your office by the fax machine when we left last night. I figured you’d want them, so I grabbed them on the way out.”
“What would I do without you?”
They came together in an unhurried kiss that went through several stages.
When they finally parted, Emilio said sheepishly, “Later on, do you think we could—”
Three things happened at once — STORM UPDATE reappeared on the TV screen, the iPhone lit up with another text message, and an email dropped into her inbox with a musical bing! Sarah noticed all of this and went for the phone first.
“Hold that thought,” she said.
“Of course.”
“Okay… they think they’re going to have to upgrade the storm from just a ‘gale’ to a ‘severe gale,’” she said, reading the text alert from the National Weather Service. “That means winds over seventy miles per hour. The next step after that is a hurricane. We haven’t had a storm like that here in more than a century. We could get a foot of rain. Shit…”
She closed the laptop and iPad while Emilio wiped his mouth and cleared the plates.
“Let’s get going,” she said.
“Right behind you.”
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“Marla Hollis?”
Corwin came forward with his hand extended and a smile that almost reached his ears. He looked exactly as he did in the few photos she’d been able to find online — handsome, preppyish, and with a fair retention of collegiate youthfulness despite the flecks of gray that had settled around the sides of his otherwise light brown hair. She hadn’t been able to determine his birthdate, but judged him to be in his early to midforties. He wore the standard Ivy League uniform of khaki pants, white button-down shirt, and navy blazer, the latter replete with gold buttons. There was a matching gold watch — a Rolex, and not a fake — on his right wrist, which suggested that he was left-handed. Everything about him spoke of money, privilege, and entitlement, which only served to fortify her already stout emotional defenses.
“Yes,” Marla said flatly. She accepted his hand, gave it a single proper shake, and let go.
“It’s nice to finally meet you.”
“You, too.”
“You haven’t been waiting long, have you?” He checked the Rolex. “We said nine thirty, right?”
“I’ve only been here a few minutes.”
“Robin has kept you company?” He glanced at the woman behind the circular desk, who looked young enough to be his daughter. She smiled back.
“As I said,” Marla told him, “I’ve only been here a few minutes.” It had been enough time to scrutinize every inch of the sunlit reception area. There were matted black-and-white photos of the plant’s original construction, in 1974; a large, brightly colored diagram of how nuclear energy was produced; and a chunk of uranium ore displayed inside a Lucite case.
A little plaque attached to the latter read, “Over 99 percent of the ore-grade uranium found in nature is of the isotope U-238, which has a half-life of more than four billion years. But don’t worry — it’s generally harmless in its unrefined state. The piece you see here was unearthed in one of our mines in Canada.”
Leather couches were arranged around a thick rug; a selection of trade publications littered the coffee and end tables. Marla thought of the space as the “Rah-Rah Room,” and as dangerously disarming as her host.
“Well,” he said, “I’m glad you weren’t left waiting too long. Let’s go back to my office so we can talk.”
He led her down a brief hallway lined with numerous awards and other citations, all hanging at eye level. Marla spotted several large potted plants that, she couldn’t help noticing, were artificial. Then they entered a surprisingly modest workspace: bare white walls, a few shelves, a battered filing cabinet, a basic L-desk with a computer and a few family photos, and piles of paper everywhere.
Corwin lifted one particularly large stack from the single guest chair and said, “Please, have a seat.” Cradling the papers in the crook of his arm, he searched for a place to set them down before finally deciding on a spot on the floor by the mini fridge. Wiping his hands together, he settled into the simple swivel chair behind his desk. The smile resurfaced.
“I apologize for the mess. It’s been hectic lately and I haven’t had the chance to get organized.”
“You’ve been very busy,” she said.
Her declaratory tone — a statement rather than a question — clearly puzzled Corwin. “Yes,” he replied with an affable chuckle, “yes I have. We’re trying to—”
“Dinner with Lawrence Navarro, one of the six members of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, at Barty’s Alehouse, which, perhaps most notably, is roughly at the geographic center point between here and Navarro’s office in D.C. Unless the food is the best in the world, I’m guessing the location was chosen because there was a good chance neither of you would be recognized there.
“Three days before that,” she went on, “Tamra Wilson, assistant secretary of our wonderful state of Pennsylvania and a close friend of the governor, dropped by your home at ten thirty P.M. — and in her own car at that — and stayed for more than three hours. And the previous week, you spent a full morning with four of the top executives at Pendleton Investments, following which a new revolving credit line was opened in the name of Corwin Energies, infused with more than twenty million dollars in cash.
“Even the dumbest person in the world could connect those dots, Mr. Corwin. So when do you begin building the new plant? And more to the point, when were you going to tell the public about it? Or is public concern for the manifold dangers of nuclear power still at the bottom of your priority list?”
Corwin had been moving an overstuffed binder from one side of his desk to the other when Marla launched this diatribe, and he stopped with it in midair as he listened, his smile gradually dwindling away.
He set the binder down on the blotter and chuckled again, this time without a trace of humor.
“Okay, well, you do get right to the point, no doubt about that. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. And I suppose there’s no sense in asking you where you got your information.”
“None.”
Corwin smoothed down the hair at the back of his head, then leaned forward and held both hands up, palms facing his guest.
“Look, I don’t want this to turn into a schoolyard scuffle, okay? I invited you here in part because you’ve been requesting an interview for so long, and in part because I was hoping you’d be fair to me and let me give my side of the story. I’ve got a pretty clear idea of where you stand on the issue of nuclear power, but I am also under the impression that you’re an objective and open-minded journalist. If I didn’t think that, I wouldn’t have granted the request at all. And I’m basing that opinion, by the way, on many other articles you’ve written.”
Marla was surprised that Corwin had taken the time to dig into her past work. “I’ve only written about one side of the issue,” she said, “because that’s all I’ve had to work with. Nevertheless, the information I’ve given to the public so far has been based on very thorough research. The facts are the facts.”
“Well, okay. I’m not going to try to pull you off the things you’ve written. I’m also not going to sit here and say nuclear power doesn’t have its problems. I’m well aware of the dangers; I can’t afford not to be. That’s the truth, regardless of what you may think of me — and what I know you think of my father.”
In a measured tone that she found difficult to conjure, Marla said, “Your father is one of the most ruthless men in the energy business. And that’s not merely my opinion. The list of people who have gone on record stating similar sentiments is so long it could—”
The hands came up again. “I don’t want to get into a discussion about my father, please. Since his stroke two years ago, I’m the one who’s been making the decisions concerning the management of this plant, as well as all his other business interests.”
Marla tilted her head slightly and grinned. “You’re telling me your father has nothing to do with the day-to-day operations of Corwin Energies? That’s what you’re going to ask people to believe?”
“Marla, my dad can’t even drink a glass of water on his own. He’s got nurses around the clock. He can barely communicate.”
“From what I understand, Leo Corwin can still speak and still write.” She delighted in the renewed look of astonishment that crossed his face upon hearing yet another privileged revelation. “I have the feeling a man like Leo Corwin doesn’t relinquish command very easily.”
Corwin shook his head. “I’m sorry, but you’re wrong on that point. I’m in charge.”
“Well, I guess I’m going to have to take your word for it, as I don’t know enough about what goes on here during the course of an ordinary day to say otherwise. Between the nondisclosure agreements you require your employees to sign and your steadfast refusal to address the media, you and your father have done an admirable job of creating an impenetrable fortress where information is concerned.”
“Our employees sign nondisclosure agreements due to security concerns. If some terrorist cell gets the details of a nuclear plant in this country, I assure you it’s not going to be a Corwin plant. And as for our radio-silence policy toward the media, I’m hoping to change that.”
“Oh?”
“Yes.”
“I can’t imagine your dad being too happy about that.”
“As I said, Marla, I’m the one at the controls now.”
She nodded and dropped her gaze, purposely creating the illusion of confusion and vulnerability. She didn’t miss his repeated use of her first name; a subtle attempt to defrost her through familiarity. People had tried to manipulate her thousands of times in her career, and the only aspect of Corwin’s attempt that disappointed her was the fact that he obviously thought she wouldn’t notice. I can play along.
“Then I guess the buck really does stop here,” she said, “and I’m talking to the right person.”
“You are. And I promise you, you’ll have a very different attitude toward nuclear power by the end of the day.”
“Well, we’ll see. Would you mind if I used this?” She reached into her bag and took out a small digital recorder. Corwin paled at the sight of it. She might as well have produced a tarantula.
“I’d prefer if you didn’t,” he said gently. “Really, I’m sorry. But, no… I would really rather not.”
“No?”
“No.”
She shrugged. “Okay, your choice. Remember, the main advantage when a journalist records a conversation is that it greatly reduces the chance of mistakes. Misquotes and so forth.”
“I know. I’ll take that chance.”
“All right.” She set the recorder down on the edge of the desk, next to a row of thick directories that were sandwiched between a pair of cooling-tower bookends. “I’ll leave it right here in plain view,” she said. “And as you can see, it’s not turned on.”
Corwin nodded. “Thank you.” He rose, his smile returning again. “And in appreciation, I’d like to do something for you — how about I give you a tour of the plant while we do the interview?”
“You’re kidding.”
“Not at all. I just have to ask that you don’t take any pictures.”
“I didn’t even bring my camera.”
“Good, then let’s go.”
Marla let Corwin take the lead in the hall. As he passed her, she reached into her pants pocket and activated the digital recorder she’d put there before she even got out of her car. The device’s wireless microphone was disguised as a pendant; she wore it around her neck on a thin gold chain. The tiny recorder, bought from a dealer in Hong Kong, had cost her a fortune, but she believed it had already paid for itself many times over. I have him exactly where I want him, she thought excitedly.
* * *
As Corwin opened the door that led into the plant, he was thinking precisely the same thing about her.
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“That one has a coat hanger, and that one has a coat hanger…”
Sarah was mumbling to herself in the passenger seat of their two-year-old Honda sedan. They could’ve afforded something a little better and once discussed leasing a BMW or a Saab, but Sarah felt it was important that an elected town official not appear too grandiose. She was willing to take the hit on luxury rather than risk even a whiff of impropriety. Not while we’ve got people living on welfare on River Road, she had said, and Emilio agreed. His family had never needed government assistance to pay their bills, but she knew they had come close more than a few times.
They were cruising along the southwest stretch of that very road now, one side hugging the twists and turns of Silver Lake’s main estuary, the other segmented by a run of low-income properties. Most of the houses followed the same simple blueprint — a small box with an A-frame roof and a bay window next to the front door. Built half a century earlier to accommodate the influx of young soldiers returning from World War II who were looking to get started on the budding American dream, the homes had been regarded as modest metaphors of hopefulness.
Now they represented a slice of society that lived on the very edge of the economic cliff, where one minor misfortune — a car accident, a burst appendix — would all but assure ruination. Sarah disliked being in this area, not because she harbored the squirming revulsion that others felt toward those who were financially disadvantaged, but because she couldn’t stomach the idea of anyone in her town struggling to survive.
“That one doesn’t have a hanger,” she went on, making a checkmark in her notebook, “but that house has been unoccupied since Greta passed away.”
The idea of putting hangers on the knobs or handles of the front doors to indicate that all the residents of a home had evacuated was her idea. In such a situation, she reasoned, the signal had to be as simple and as easy as possible. It was voted unanimously into the town’s emergency guidelines and had further been adopted by most of the surrounding communities.
“No hanger there, either,” Emilio said, nodding toward a Cape Cod creeping with moss and mold. “Then again, why would there be?”
“Tell me about it,” Sarah replied bitterly. That particular property had been abandoned by the owners after they’d been hit by two floods in one year. The second time, the water had risen almost above the street signs. When it receded, the family in the Cape Cod posted a note on the door — WE’VE HAD ENOUGH — and disappeared. Two weeks later, the governor announced that twelve lots in Silver Lake would be declared uninhabitable and purchased by the state, relieving those residents of their diminishing mortgages. The resulting gap in the town’s tax base, however, would have to be filled by pooling the burden among everyone else.
They reached the end of River Road and started back in the other direction on the next street over. Several sweeps later, on Masterson Avenue, Emilio spotted another hanger-free door, this one belonging to a handsome colonial with a swinging bench on the front porch and several statues within the carefully tended landscaping.
“Another big surprise,” Sarah said sarcastically when he pointed it out. She flipped a few pages in her notebook. “And hey, look at this. We’ve given them four warnings about the storm and received no response. Great.” She took out her iPhone and thumbed through Contacts until she found the one she wanted.
“Keith? It’s Sarah. We’re over here in Atlantis, and there’s no hanger on the Delacourts’ door… Yeah, I know… naturally. One of the squad cars is nearby, isn’t i — two blocks over? Okay, good. Could you please send that one to see if the Dela-twerps are home? Okay, thank you.”
Driving out of the development, they headed south down Kramer Turnpike. About a mile on, directly across from the playgrounds, basketball court, and picnicking area in Orchard Park, a cherry picker, surrounded by traffic cones and with its hazards flashing, was parked next to a towering red oak. As Emilio pulled to the opposite curb, the woman in the bucket high in the tree shut off her chain saw.
“How’s it coming, Kell?” Sarah shouted up to her, leaning out the window. Kelley Howard had been the first woman ever hired to Silver Lake’s road crew and was now a ten-year veteran.
“All right!” she yelled back. The air was thick, damp, and tinged with the acrid scent of fresh sawdust. “I’ve got one more branch on this one, then I’m going to drop that cherry tree on Hanover! It’s been dead about two years now, so the roots are fully rotted! If we leave it, the storm will blow it into the power lines!”
Sarah knew exactly which tree she meant — the one in front of Allyson Parker’s house. She and Allyson had been close in elementary school and had stayed in touch after the Parkers moved to Fort Worth. Back when they played hopscotch on the sidewalk next to it, that tree had been little more than a stick with some leaves up top. The thought of it coming down now brought a touch of melancholy.
“How long have you been out here?” Sarah asked.
“Since about five!”
She looked at the man driving the rig — Donnie Barrett, dressed in a plaid work shirt and jeans and wearing a yellow hardhat — then back at Kelley. “You both need to go home and get some rest!”
“We will!”
“You shouldn’t be operating a chain saw if you’re tired!”
Kelley smiled. “Okay, Mom!”
“I’m serious!”
“Just the one more after this, and then it’s home to bed! The rain will put me right out!”
“Okay, please be careful!”
Sarah put the window up as they pulled away. “Ooo, that reminds me,” she said, pulling out her phone again. “Paul? It’s Sarah. Have all the flags been taken off the telephone poles? You’re sure? Okay. And the garbage cans are in? Okay, good. Listen, get inside as soon as you can. All right, I’ll talk to you later.”
Emilio made a left onto Hawthorne, where the lots were wider and the houses taller than in the River Road district they only half-jokingly referred to as Atlantis. Beside him, Sarah’s eyes unfocused and she started drumming on her knees; a sign of restlessness, Emilio knew. She flicked on the radio.
“… can now confirm that the warm Canadian front we spoke of earlier has indeed made a southeastern turn and is heading our way.”
“My God,” she said, “they can’t be serious.”
“Pretty much a perfect storm.”
“It’s gonna be the worst the town has seen in decades.”
Emilio nodded. “It looks that way.”
* * *
They parked in the front lot of Silver Lake Elementary School twenty minutes later and got out. The town prided itself on the quality of its educational system. Test scores were consistently higher and the disciplinary rate dramatically lower than in most other Pennsylvania schools. Silver Lake offered top salaries for teachers, made a strenuous effort to keep the politics to a minimum, waged an aggressive and mostly successful campaign to get parents involved in homework and extracurricular activities, and had zero tolerance for bullying and other nonsense.
The only blemish on the picture was that the school had been built in the late 1940s and was badly in need of structural updates. Sarah and others pushed every year to have it razed and replaced, and every year her side was outvoted by a narrow margin.
Entering the gymnasium, she and Emilio saw about three dozen kids playing in a gleefully chaotic manner with various sports equipment while four aides — all female, all in post-retirement positions — looked on. Classes had been cancelled for the day due to the storm, but the school provided care for students whose parents couldn’t find anyone else to look after them. This service cost twenty bucks for a family’s first child and ten for each one after that. Half the take would be divided among the aides, the rest went into the school’s petty cash fund.
With Emilio shadowing her a few steps back, Sarah cut a straight line to Caroline Murphy, the oldest of the monitors, assuming she was in charge simply because she was wearing a whistle around her neck.
“Andrew!” Murphy bellowed, her voice still strong despite her age. “Andrew Hall! Stop swinging that hockey stick right now, or I’ll—oh, hello, Sarah.”
“Hi, Caroline. Having a good time?”
“Grand,” Murphy said with clear sarcasm as her eyes remained on her charge. “We’ve already had three time-outs and one bruised elbow in the nurse’s office.”
“It’s not easy being you.”
“No, it’s not. What can I do for you, hon?”
Sarah shook her head. “Nothing, I’m just stopping in to see if you need anything. We’re making our rounds before the other shoe falls.”
“How about thirty-four kid-sized doses of Xanax?”
“And four adult doses for you and the others?”
“Yes, please.”
“I’ll see what I can do. Anything else?”
Murphy turned to her harried-looking confederates. “Ladies? Sarah wants to know if we need anything.”
The others murmured, conferring amongst themselves. Alice Hunt, a tiny, bird-faced thing whom Sarah considered a blue-ribbon pain in the ass, said, “When are you going to do something about the leaks in the roof? I would’ve thought getting them fixed before the storm would’ve been a good idea.”
Sarah nodded. “I know, yes — we do need to get the leaks fixed. We need to do a lot of things to this building. But we can’t take care of it right this minute, so I’m going to have to ask you to just do your best for today.” Turning back to Murphy, she said, “You have enough buckets if it starts to drip, don’t you?”
“Oh, it’ll drip,” Hunt muttered, shaking her head as she turned away. “You can bet your pretty little self on that one.”
Moments like these were emotionally draining for Sarah. The primal part of her wanted to give Hunt a can of sealant and a ladder and tell the old wheezebag to go up and fix the leaks herself. But the stronger and more judicious part knew that the woman’s complaint was justified. Sarah was more pained by the fact that they simply hadn’t gotten around to taking care of the problem yet.
Murphy rolled her eyes. “Yes, we’ve got enough, Sarah. It’s just a little water. Don’t worry about us, we’ll be fine.”
“Okay. You have my cell number if you need to call?”
“I sure do.”
“Good. All right, see you later.”
“Take care, hon.”
* * *
Main Street in Silver Lake was as close to the Main Street of vintage America as anyone was likely to find in modern times. Each side was lined with mom-and-pop shops of a broad and satisfying variety; the only evidence of corporate encroachment was the Starbucks at one end and the Burger King at the other. Jenkinson’s Hardware was running on its fourth generation and the Wash ’N Wear Family Laundromat had just entered its sixth decade. The present owner of the latter had even gone to considerable expense over the years to keep the original neon sign intact. And Thompson’s Bakery had a line out the door every Sunday morning; a Silver Lake tradition since time out of mind.
Parades rolled through town every Thanksgiving and Memorial Day, and during the evening hours of the winter holiday shopping season, the main thoroughfare was barricaded off to accommodate the “Holiday Stroll.” Residents could enjoy the cold night air, get a free cup of hot cocoa at tables set up by the Boy Scouts or the VFW, and hear the mayor’s annual address on Christmas and Hanukkah.
As Emilio turned the Honda onto Main, Sarah sensed only ghosts of those happy times. The sky had darkened to an ominous shade of gray during the brief drive from the school. Every parking spot along the street was empty and the sidewalks appeared to be deserted. Plywood had been nailed over the shops’ doors and windows.
“Creepy,” she said.
“Very.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever — whoa, wait a minute. Don’t tell me…”
Emilio didn’t wait for instructions, just swerved across the center line and slowed to a halt in front of Ebbett’s Trading Post, Silver Lake’s sole antique shop. A man who looked old enough to be one of the items for sale was struggling with a plywood sheet, trying to prop it on a column of milk crates so he could hammer it into place over the huge display window.
Sarah just about leaped from the car. “Oliver! What are you doing?”
Oliver Ebbett gave a half turn with an embarrassed smile. Perspiration had formed a brilliant sheen across his forehead.
“I’m trying to get this damn thing nailed up,” he said with good-humored frustration. There was still the faint trace of a European accent in his speech, though he and his family had immigrated from Poland back in the mid-1960s. “And how are you doing today?”
As Sarah took hold of one side of the sheet, Emilio, also out of the car now, grabbed the other.
“I’m managing, Oliver, thank you,” she said. “I can’t believe no one’s helped you with this. You should’ve called me.”
“I have been getting help, Sarah. Calm yourself. Michael has—”
The door to the shop opened and a much younger man stepped out. In his midthirties, tall and slender, of good build and handsome features, he was carrying a smaller section of plywood in his gloved hands. Seeing the others, he set his burden down carefully and said, “Ollie, what did I tell you?”
Ebbett groaned. “I know, I know.”
“Crazy old coot, you’re going to give yourself a coronary. Good morning, Sarah. Good morning, Emilio.”
Michael Garvey owned the vintage clothing and consignment shop, Yesterday’s Look, next door. When he’d opened the business three years earlier, Sarah and a few others on the town council feared there would be some static between the two of them — Michael, the aging hippie who never conformed, and Oliver, the Old World conservative who thought the fifties were the greatest years in human history. But to everyone’s astonishment, the two became good friends. Both were easygoing, with a sharp sense of humor and no particular ax to grind. The fact that Michael had become a widower at twenty-nine when his wife succumbed to pancreatic cancer and Ollie had no remaining relatives in the States helped seal their bond. Their businesses complemented each other nicely, too, as Ollie had never been interested in selling used clothing. When customers visited one shop, there was a good chance they’d wander into the other.
“Hello, Michael,” Sarah said. “Let me guess, he wouldn’t wait for you to come back?”
“I can’t just sit here doing nothing,” Ebbett argued.
“Of course not,” Garvey said, gently taking the hammer from him and finishing the job. Then the trio — Michael, Sarah, Emilio — fitted the long rectangular sheet over the door while Ollie cursed under his breath about the burden of infirmity.
Once the shop door was sealed, Emilio said, “Please tell me you can get back in.”
The two men laughed. “Yes,” Ebbett said, “there are fire doors around back. No need to cover those.”
“Do you know if there’s anyone else who isn’t ready?” Sarah asked.
“Nope,” Garvey said. “We’re the last of the Mohicans.”
“Then you should get inside,” she told them. “It’s going to start anytime, and it’s going to be bad.”
“We will,” they said in unison.
“Oliver, is your house prepped?” She was watching him carefully, looking for signs of deception. He was honest to his core, but she knew of his loathing for being tended to.
“It is,” Garvey cut in. “We did his and mine yesterday. We’re ready for whatever wrath this great bitch throws at us.”
“Okay, well, call me if you need anything.”
“We will,” Garvey said. Ebbett, nodding and looking mildly ashamed, mumbled a thank-you as he turned away.
* * *
They pulled up to the EMT station a few moments later.
“It’s going to be quite a day for you,” Sarah said, leaning over and massaging Emilio’s cheek. “I wish I could be there to help.”
“Me, too. But I’m sure I’ll be hearing from you.”
“You can count on it.” She moved in and they kissed the way true lovers always do. When they parted, she said, “All right, get in there and let’s tackle this thing together.”
Emilio nodded. “Let’s do it.”
They jumped out of the car at the same time.
* * *
The town’s offices, about a hundred yards farther down, were in a long, two-story structure with a neat split-level design of red brick and white concrete. A cylindrical glass atrium swelled from the front like a blister, the words SILVER LAKE MUNICIPAL COMPLEX high above the revolving door. A trio of flagpoles stood within a manicured island nearby, currently bare against the grainy sky.
There were about a dozen other cars in the lot — a veritable horde by current standards — and Sarah recognized them all. She parked in the spot reserved for her at the front, shoved her papers and devices into her bag, and got out. She paused to look at the building across the street. It was smaller than the complex on this side but clearly designed as a companion. It also had a fresher look about it, e.g., the white concrete on the top half bore no water stains or bird-crap splotches like the one over here. Getting the tightasses who commandeered the town’s budget to agree to build a new community center had been a Herculean struggle, but she loved the final product. The fact that her father’s name was prominently emblazoned over the front door in bold steel letters only deepened that pride.
Today was supposed to be the grand opening, and she’d been looking forward to delivering her speech to an expected crowd of at least fifteen hundred. There was a planned tour, outdoor games for the kids, and a raffle to win a new SUV that Toyota had generously donated. Instead, the location would be used as a refugee center.
She sighed and turned toward the atrium. A few steps shy of the revolving door, she felt something strike the top of her head. Then she saw a dime-sized dark spot appear on the pavement. A moment later there was another… and another…
“Here it comes,” she said pensively.
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“That’s where it all happens,” Corwin said, pointing downward through the tilted glass of the observation deck. “That’s nuclear fission going on right before your very eyes.”
The room below them was easily the size of a school gymnasium. Hundreds of pipes of varying sizes snaked along the concrete walls, some running into the floor or through the girdered ceiling. The main feature was a massive pool of water in the center, crystal clear and tinged a neon blue. Modules at the bottom, lined up in tight rows, looked like stacks of plastic soda-bottle crates; narrow rods protruded up through some of the nodes. Lighting in this particular area had the propulsive glow of a rocket booster.
“There’s a certain beauty to it,” Corwin said, “you have to admit.”
He’s trying to warm me up again, Marla thought, all buddy-buddy. She had no intention of going along. She thought about the untraceable email that had dropped into her inbox just a few weeks ago. The writer had warned her that Corwin would try this approach.
“That’s how he is,” the mystery informant wrote. “That’s how he gets you on his side, just like his father used to do.” And they had been right. In fact, Marla’s unknown contact had been on target about everything so far. The details she had received in that email and many more afterward — about Andrew Corwin, Leo Corwin, this plant, and about nuclear energy in general — had proven both accurate and astonishing.
She was all but certain the source was someone who worked here, maybe someone reasonably high up. During her tour, Corwin introduced her to several people, most of them in hard hats in lab coats. And with every one, Marla had wondered: Was it you? Are you my Deep Throat? Not that knowing would have changed her plans in the least. She had a very clear notion of how to handle the cards she’d been dealt—Play dumb. Just like her own father had taught her during their head-to-head poker battles at the kitchen table when she was young. When you’ve got the best hand, he used to say, you’ll be tempted to let your opponents know it. But if you let them think otherwise, the payoff will be much bigger in the end. That advice had proven invaluable over the years.
“Shouldn’t it be covered up in some way?” she asked as they began walking again.
Corwin shook his head. “Water does such a good job of containing fissile material that no further shielding is required. This is called an open-pool reactor, and it’s one of two reactor types that we have here. This is the newer of the two, and it’s very impressive. People can work around it without fear of irradiation. The water also acts as a coolant as well as a neutron moderator. And because the pool can remain open, all the materials and equipment down there are easily accessible.”
“Is that what’s known as ‘heavy’ water?”
“Yes, heavy water. Do you know what that means?”
“Educate me,” Marla said.
“It has a larger-than-normal amount of deuterium, aka ‘heavy hydrogen.’ The increased hydrogen content means the water will absorb fewer neutrons than ordinary water. And the advantage there is that we don’t need to utilize enriched uranium, which is more expensive and also more radioactive, i.e., more dangerous.”
“What level of explosive force are we talking about here?”
Corwin stopped and turned to her, smiling. “Explosive force? What do you mean?”
“If the whole thing blows. You said yourself that there was nuclear fission going on down there. The power involved is tremendous.”
“Yes, the power involved is tremendous. But it’s not explosive. It doesn’t work like that.”
“See, now I know you’re lying,” Marla said flatly.
“Excuse me?”
“What about the Chernobyl disaster in ’86? You’re going to tell me that wasn’t an explosion? The core of reactor number four blew the building around it to pieces.”
“That’s not what happened.”
Marla took her iPhone out of its holster. “You want to see some pictures?”
Corwin put a hand up. “I’ve seen plenty of pictures of Chernobyl.”
“Then how can you say—”
“It wasn’t nuclear.”
“What?”
“It wasn’t a nuclear explosion,” Corwin said.
“How can you say that?”
“The explosion at Chernobyl was thermal, not nuclear. It never ceases to amaze me how many people assume it was a nuclear detonation when the facts are there for all to see.” He cleared his throat. “Okay, here’s what happened at Chernobyl — the people who managed the plant wanted to run a test to see how the safety systems would react to an electrical failure, so they began shutting down those defenses one by one.
“At the same time, the channel through which the heat and steam passed into the turbines got closed off. As a result, the pressure built up to such a point that it ruptured the lines and damaged the reactor core container. A second explosion blew off the biological shield that covered the reactor, flipping a concrete disc — one that weighed more than a thousand tons — into the air like a coin.
“When the lid came down, it landed over the hole crookedly, allowing outside air to rush in while radioactive material rushed out. If it had landed in a better position and resealed the reactor, there might have been a chance to avoid most of the catastrophe, but that didn’t happen.
“So anyway, no, it wasn’t a nuclear explosion that caused Chernobyl. It was a thermal blast that ultimately caused a core breach. But the real cause of Chernobyl was unimaginable stupidity. It was a man-made situation that was completely avoidable.”
“But this reactor here,” Marla went on, “your reactor. If there was an explosion of nuclear material, it could easily—”
“It can’t explode.”
“There’s uranium here and uranium in a nuclear bomb, so how—”
“But it’s not enriched uranium. I’m sure you’ve heard about our government getting nervous every time some country starts an enrichment program. That’s how you get weapons-grade material… and that’s not what’s used to generate electricity in a nuclear plant. If a group of terrorists flew an airplane into this reactor building right now, the material down there would not explode.”
“But—”
“Marla, it would not explode. It simply doesn’t work like that.”
She pursed her lips in growing irritation and looked at the pool again. “What about Fukushima?”
“What about it?”
“The independent investigating commission concluded that all of the causes of the accident were predictable, that the plant did not meet the standards required to withstand the force of either the earthquake that triggered the tsunami or the tsunami itself.”
Corwin nodded. “That’s all true. The plant’s designers did not foresee the possibility of such an unusual chain of events. I’m not sure anyone could have. First, the tsunami triggered by the earthquake actually reached over the protective seawall at the Fukushima facility. The wall was thirty-three feet high, but the tsunami produced waves as high as forty-six, which is beyond incredible. Water flooded the lower levels of the facility — including the rooms where the diesel generators were located.
“Even though the nuclear reactors had been shut down per the appropriate procedure, they continued to produce what’s called decay heat, and therefore they still needed to be kept cool. Those generators did provide power to the cooling systems — that is, until the floodwater caused them to stop working. The backup generators kicked in, but they ran out of battery power the next day.
“With no cooling going on, the reactor naturally began to overheat, triggering a series of hydrogen-air explosions that occurred in multiple locations at the plant over three days — including the nuclear containment areas. That’s when the radioactive material began to escape. But again, like with Chernobyl, it wasn’t a nuclear blast that caused the crisis, but rather explosions of an altogether different type that damaged the container holding the nuclear material.”
“So it sounds again like human error was the culprit.”
“The original designers simply did not plan for those circumstances.”
“And it doesn’t bother you that all those deaths—”
“Whoa, wait a second. Deaths?”
“The deaths that resulted from all those incidents — Chernobyl, Fukushima, Three Mile Island…”
“No deaths resulted from the Three Mile Island incident. None.”
Marla wasn’t sure she heard this correctly. “Say that again?”
“There were no deaths from the Three Mile Island incident in Pennsylvania. It was a partial nuclear meltdown that could’ve become much worse, but it didn’t. Two people died tragically during Fukushima — but they were killed by the tsunami while examining earthquake damage to the facility, not because of radiation exposure.”
“And Chernobyl?”
“In 2008, there were sixty-four deaths confirmed. And that information comes from the UN, not some pro-nuke NGO. I don’t mean to say sixty-four like it’s only sixty-four, I’m simply pointing that number out because I’ve seen estimates from some of the radical orgs in the tens of thousands.” Corwin shook his head in frustration. “I’m sorry, but that’s just ridiculous. It simply does not reflect the facts.”
Marla opened her mouth to rebut, holding up her pen like an admonitory professor, but Corwin wasn’t finished yet.
“I should also add that many of the Chernobyl deaths were emergency-response workers ordered to the site by government authorities who didn’t bother telling them what they were dealing with. Many of those workers were therefore under the impression they were simply putting out an ordinary fire. Some went up the ladders into clouds of toxic smoke and were never seen alive again. After their bodies were recovered, they had to be sealed into lead coffins, and a new cemetery had to be established in a remote area of the country because the corpses were so radioactive.”
Marla felt her stomach roll, and she turned away to fake-cough behind her hand while she purged the image from her mind. At the same moment, she heard the first booming notes of thunder.
“You can’t argue the increase in health problems around the accident sites,” she said.
“Such as?”
“Oh, come on. Higher cancer rates around Three Mile Island?”
“Multiple epidemiological studies were done within a ten-mile radius of that facility in the years following the accident, and all of them concluded that any increase was so small as to be considered insignificant from a statistical standpoint, and further, that none of those increases could be tied causally to the exposure. You may remember that President Jimmy Carter visited the facility just a few days afterwards — a few days— without a gas mask or a radiation suit. If I remember correctly, he did not sprout a sixth finger or a new eye in the center of his forehead.”
“And Fukushima?”
“No ill-health effects have been reported, even to this day, as a direct result of the radiation that got loose. None.”
“There were over fifteen thousand—”
“Those deaths were due to the earthquake and the tsunami. That’s been well documented.”
“I know there was an increased risk of various cancers — thyroid cancer and breast cancer, to name two — in people who lived in the area.”
“Yes, that’s right. And the World Health Organization issued a report stating that everyone who had been evacuated from the area had absorbed so little radiation that the effects would be virtually undetectable. Further, the WHO supported an aggressive screening program to catch early cases of thyroid cancer resulting from the incident. And the recovery rate of thyroid cancer, when caught early, is one hundred percent. Not ninety-nine—a hundred.”
Marla thought it over, then said, “Okay, I didn’t know that.”
Corwin raised his hands in a what-can-I-say gesture.
“These are the facts, Ms. Hollis.”
Yes they are, Marla thought, but not all of them, Mr. Corwin.

6

“The culvert that runs under Lenox Avenue over here may be too small for the expected swell,” Joey Sharpe told Sarah from the other end of the line. His voice sounded older than his twenty-four years, probably the result of too many Friday nights sitting with his buddies around a campfire up on Francine Mountain, with a bottle of Jack in one hand and an oversized joint in the other.
“That’s the one from 1959, right?” Sarah asked. Sharpe had been in Sarah’s class at Silver Lake High until he’d dropped out in the middle of junior year. Recently he’d cleaned up his act and managed to land his current position on the town’s maintenance crew. But no one who knew him — including Sarah — expected that he’d be riding the wagon of sobriety for very long. She hoped he would at least stay sober through this crisis.
“Yeah,” Sharpe said. “It’s badly in need of an upgrade. State recommendation is one and a quarter the width of the stream under normal flow. This thing is actually smaller than the stream’s width.”
“It probably wasn’t in ’59,” Sarah said. Her cellphone buzzed to indicate the arrival of another text message. Outside, the rain drove against the windows as if the town was being run through a car wash.
“No, probably not,” Sharpe agreed. “Has this road flooded before? Because if it has, I should probably get some barricades ready.”
“Hold on a sec and I’ll check. It’ll take a minute; the records are in the mayor’s office.”
“’Kay.”
Setting the handset on her desk, Sarah left her cramped, messy office and walked quickly through a paneled anteroom, where two secretaries sat behind matching desks just a few feet apart. The woman on the far side, in her midthirties, was heavy beyond the point of good health and wore her brown hair in a bun that came to a point on top. The other, who was well past retirement age, had her glasses perched on the end of her nose and was staring into her computer screen.
Sarah smiled as she breezed by, turned left, and opened the door next to the rectangular placard on the wall that read, HARLAN J. PHILLIPS, MAYOR. The heavyset woman, who had been eyeing Sarah from the moment she appeared, rose with surprising fluidity. Sarah ignored her and continued on.
Phillips’s office was just as disheveled as her own, every surface covered with papers and folders and whatnot. The prominent odors in the room were stale coffee, copier toner, and the oiled leather of the oversized chair tucked behind the mayoral desk. Knowing exactly where the information that she needed was stored, Sarah went to an ancient filing cabinet and opened the top drawer. Quickly fingering through the files, she removed a single manila folder, opened it, and flipped several pages before she came to the appropriate report. Nodding to herself, she returned the folder to its place and shut the cabinet.
As Sarah left the office, the heavyset woman said, “Excuse me.”
“One sec, Barb,” Sarah told her, speed walking back to her office. “I’ll be right with you.”
She snatched up the phone and said, “It has, Joey. During Sandy in 2012, and twice before then, in 1993 and 1971.”
“Okay, I’ll take care of it,” Sharpe said just as another text arrived on Sarah’s cell. It caused the phone to buzz like a small cadre of angry hornets was trapped inside. She grabbed it, read the message, and responded, all within a span of about five seconds.
“Thank you.”
She returned her attention to a spiral-bound notebook, which was open to a page so thoroughly covered by her manic scrawl that it was hard to tell what color the paper was. On the computer nearby, a PDF document titled “Silver Lake Storm Preparedness Procedures” filled the screen.
“Okay, all the town generators have been filled with propane or gasoline,” she mumbled, starting at the top of a checklist she’d reviewed at least a dozen times already. “All the emergency-response vehicles are—”
“You’re not supposed to go in there.”
Sarah turned around and found Barbara Magnus filling the doorway and looking more than a little peeved. Her navy polyester pants did not match an already unflattering green camisole, and the white-socks-and-Velcro-sandals assemblage acted as perfect punctuation to the eclectic ensemble.
“Excuse me?” Sarah said.
“The mayor’s office. You really shouldn’t go in there without permission. I know you’re acting in that capacity today, but still…” The woman was trembling, although Sarah couldn’t quite tell if it was out of fear or anger.
“I’m sorry, Barbara. I needed an answer on something fast, or of course I would’ve asked. It’s a little crazy today.”
“Still, we have a procedure around here.”
“I know, and I apologize,” she said.
Magnus gave her a last dirty look before turning and drifting away.
That woman has hated me for as long as I can remember, Sarah thought, and I’m still not sure why. Others had given their opinions on the subject—you’re pretty… you’re young… you’re smart… you’re thin… you’re in a position of influence… any combination thereof — but Sarah refused to adopt them as her own. She continued to hold out hope that, just maybe, Magnus’s attitude toward her would defrost at some point. She and the other secretary, Lorraine Harris, had a very pleasant working relationship, but none of Harris’s fondness seemed to have rubbed off on her colleague.
The cordless phone rang again; the call was from a FEMA agent in Washington Sarah had been dealing with for the last few days. Bud Kline came across as sympathetic enough, but his personality was so flat he made Robby the Robot seem like Little Richard. He was calling to request a copy of the latest state assessment of the Silver Lake dam, which sent shivers down Sarah’s spine.
Does he know something I don’t? Is he under the impression it might give way? She had read the report when it was first issued, a few months back. The engineers made it clear that the structure currently holding back the body of placid water from which the town had taken its name was in the lower twentieth percentile of hazard classification, which meant it was not a significant risk. So what’s his concern? She wanted to ask, but there wasn’t time for such a conversation right now. She promised to fax the report ASAP.
When she picked up her cellphone again she found no text messages waiting for a change. Returning to the checklist was tempting, but she decided to lean back in her chair and close her eyes instead. She took several deep breaths and thought about her warm bed, the one she shared with the man she had loved all her life — from a distance until high school, then up close and personal. She still marveled at the person Emilio had become, at once slim and masculine, shy and gentle. It wasn’t an act, unlike so many young men who wanted only to lure a lover and decided a sensitive facade was the best bait for the hook. He was the real deal from top to bottom. One in a million. No, a billion, she thought.
A gunshotlike crack! from the courtyard below yanked her out of this pleasant reverie. She leapt from her seat and went to the window, trying to see through the sheets of rain driving against the glass. It was only then that she realized how bad the storm had become. The skies were a churning and ominous black swirl, the cloud cover so heavy that it looked more like late evening than midafternoon. The only street sign in sight — a yellow pedestrian crossing at the corner of Trudeau and Morris — was gyrating in the wind like a drunken dancer. And the gutters were filling up fast, with flash-streams roaring into the sewers.
Shifting her gaze left, Sarah found the source of the whipshot — a maple tree of modest height was leaning at a new angle, half its base torn out of the earth. The marble-and-bronze commemorative marker that stood in front of it had toppled forward and lay facedown in the waterlogged grass.
“Oh, shit,” she said softly. Her cellphone trilled and she looked down to see the name of Harlan Phillips on the caller ID.
“Shouldn’t you be resting?” she asked without bothering to say “Hello.”
Phillips chuckled in his deep, geriatric basso. “That’s a nice greeting from the person to whom I so generously handed the mantle of power.”
“Yeah, thanks a lot. How did you know the storm was coming? Pretty convenient, having a heart attack the week before.”
“You know us politicians, we’ll do anything to get out of our sworn duty. How are you managing?”
Sarah sighed mightily. “I have no idea. I feel like I’m trying to hold the tide back with a broom.”
“That’s normal. You’ll get used to it.”
“I’ve read every page of the preparedness manuals, contacted state and federal agencies for support, talked to the head of every department fifty times, and made a checklist that seems to keep growing instead of shrinking.”
“Sounds to me like you’re hitting for par.”
Sarah laughed without the slightest trace of humor. “Great.”
“Are the emergency-response teams fully staffed?”
“Yes,” she said.
“All the generators gassed up and ready to go?”
“Yes.”
“Everyone in town has received their communiqués via email, text, and telephone?”
“Uh-huh.”
“And there’s plenty of food and water in the shelter?”
“Enough for a month.”
“Then you can’t do anything more,” Phillips told her.
Sarah massaged her forehead. “I don’t know. I feel like I should—”
“Trust me — you can’t do anything more. Only so much preparation is possible, and you’ve done it. Now it’s in God’s hands. The storm’s going to do what the storm’s going to do. If you can find a way to control the weather, let me know. Otherwise, just being ready will have to suffice.”
Another sigh. “I guess.”
The cordless phone rang. “Hang on, please,” she told him before answering. The call was from an AT&T repair crew, letting her know service had gone out on one of the southwest grids and that they were working to fix it as soon as possible.
“Ugh,” she said when she returned to Phillips. “We lost phone service in region six.”
“It always goes out there first.”
“Yep.”
“Speaking of which, why are you answering the phones there? Don’t tell me no one else came in.”
“No,” Sarah said, “Barbara and Lorraine are both here. They’re working.”
“So why—”
“In a crisis like this, I just feel like I should be the one who picks up as often as possible. The answers should come from me. Or from the mayor, anyway.”
“You are the mayor at the moment. It’s all there on the paper I signed. Until I get back, you’re the boss.”
“I hope you don’t live to regret that decision.”
“No chance. You’re going to be elected after I leave office anyway, so what’s the difference?”
A rush of emotions came to the surface when she heard this — that peculiar combination of incertitude and excitement. She had dreamed of the job since she was a child, watching her father carry those obligations with grace and dignity. He believed that serving the public through an elected position was a noble undertaking. She remembered him muttering obscenities under his breath when he came across yet another news report about some corrupt selectman or assemblyman. If he caught so much as a whiff of impropriety among his subordinates, he wouldn’t hesitate to make changes. His reputation for integrity became widely known, and he was adored for it. His genuine love of Silver Lake was part of Sarah’s life from infancy, and it was no surprise that she, feeling similarly about the town, wanted to follow in his gigantic footsteps.
“Think of it as on-the-job training,” Phillips said, his smile audible.
“Half the homes in Atlantis are going to flood.”
“You can’t stop nature.”
“Still, I wish we could at least shore up the bank over there—”
“Sarah.”
“Hmm?”
“You… can’t… do… everything.”
She nodded. “I know.”
“You are handling this as well as anyone could. Better, in fact, than most. Believe me on this, I’ve seen enough small-town governance to know what I’m talking about.”
“But if something goes wrong…”
“Here’s a news flash for you — something will go wrong. Something always goes wrong.”
“And everyone will judge me on how I reacted. I can feel their eyes on me today.”
Phillips laughed. “Your dad had a saying about that, y’know.”
“He did?”
“Yes, and I haven’t gone a day without thinking about it. It’s a quote from Maya Angelou. ‘People will forget what you said and forget what you did, but they’ll never forget how you made them feel.’”
Sarah grinned. “That sounds like him.”
“It was, it absolutely was him. And it’s absolutely you, too. You care about the town every bit as much as he did, and our residents know that. No one expects you to be a miracle worker. If they believe you’re trying your best, that’s gold. And no one — believe me, no one — thinks otherwise. That right there is how you make them feel.”
She took a deep breath, tilted her head up, and exhaled. “Just as long as it’s enough to carry the day.”
“It will be, you’ll see.”
“Okay, let me get back to work here.”
“Sure. And if there’s anything I can do to help you, remember I’m here with my cellphone and my iPad.”
“What? Who gave you—”
“Bye…”
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The ambulance bounced into the driveway at 337 Birdsall Road with its lights flashing, stopping just short of the aging Nissan sedan parked in front of the garage. The house was a modest structure in a modest residential district, with a finely trimmed lawn and weedless flower beds. A tidy awning, from which potted plants hung, sheltered the side door. Some of the yard’s luster had been tainted as the ongoing storm littered the landscape with wet leaves and sickly branches. The ambulance had fared no better; its lower half was splattered with mud.
Two uniformed EMTs jumped out and raced for the door. Danny Lewis, the youngest member of Emilio’s crew, reached the steps first, then stopped and waited for his boss. Emilio went past him and tried the doorknob, which was locked. Frowning, he reached for the scraggly hydrangea hanging nearby.
“What are you doing?” Lewis asked.
“Mrs. Hart always leaves a key somewhere in the — ah, here it is.” It had been half-buried in the soil. Emilio stretched his arm out beyond the awning to let the rain wash it — as well as his fingers — clean. After he dried the key on the side of his navy trousers, it slid easily into the lock.
The odors waiting behind the door were depressingly familiar to Emilio, whose passport into the land of geriatrics had been stamped many times since he’d taken up his profession. Old World cooking, various gels and liniments, the trapped-in-time dustiness of a home left unimproved for decades, and the unspeakable mordancy of a gradually decaying human body. Searching for the house’s sole resident, he and Lewis passed through the kitchen, with its linoleum floor and colonial-style cabinetry, and into the living room, where the carpet’s threadbare nap had been worn to a muted shine. It was a perfect complement to the faded tweed couch and framed crocheted renderings of ducks and deer.
A huge Samsung flat-screen seemed startlingly out of place, but Emilio knew that Mrs. Hart’s estranged daughter had sent it as a guilt offering, in lieu of an actual visit. The sound of a garbled moan sent him hustling down a short hallway, his Bluetooth earpiece blinking in the darkness and his partner close behind.
Emilio reached the open door at the end and went in. He found Ellen Hart lying unconscious on the bedroom floor. Blood from a wound on her forehead had soaked into the carpet and dried to a hardened crust in her ivory hair. The first-alert device she had used was around her neck on a silver chain, one hand loosely wrapped around the panic-button pendant. Her nightgown was hitched up to her stomach, revealing soft, wrinkly legs and a pair of sky blue panties stretched taut over an adult diaper.
Emilio got to one knee and carefully pulled Mrs. Hart’s nightgown down to her ankles. Then he went through the vitals — breathing, pulse, temperature, pupils, blood pressure.
He massaged her gently on the cheek. “Mrs. Hart? Mrs. Hart?”
Her head rolled back and forth, and she opened her eyes. “Yes? What?” When she saw him, the recognition was immediate. “Emilio? What are you — ooo. Oww…” She touched the wound gingerly. “What happened?”
“It looks like you hit your head. Do you remember that?”
She took a deep breath and thought back. “Yes, yes. The joints in my knees have been killing me all day. This… this storm.”
Emilio nodded. “The barometric pressure is what makes the tissues in some people’s joints swell up.”
“I remember, um… I came in here. I was going to take a bath. Then I… I couldn’t stand up any more, it was just too painful. And down I went. I reached for my, uh…”—she felt around for the first-alert pendant and took it in hand—“this thing, and I pressed it.”
“Good thing you did,” Emilio said. He patted the edge of the nightstand. “I’ll bet you hit your head on this when you fell.”
“Yes, that’s right. Ooo…” Her hand went to the laceration again — which was riding atop a good-sized lump — but Emilio gently stopped her before she touched it and risked further infection. “Where’s Toby?” she asked.
As if on cue, a dog could be heard galloping down a staircase toward the front of the house, then appeared in the hallway and began barking. Each note was a frantic shriek blended with the jingle of aluminum tags. Emilio heard Lewis say, “Hey there, little guy,” then watched as the door began to slowly open. Ellen Hart’s single housemate was a Maltese that weighed about a pound and a half. Its fur was unevenly black and white, and it had large round eyes that looked like oil spots.
No sooner had it taken stock of the situation than it rushed forward and clamped its teeth on Emilio’s pant cuff, grunting and growling as it tried to yank him backward.
Emilio chuckled, making no move to detach his attacker. “Hey, Toby, come on. Don’t you remember me?”
In a dreamy voice, Mrs. Hart said, “Toby, stop.”
Emilio turned back to her. “It’s okay, but I need to take a closer look at that boo-boo of yours.” He removed a pocket magnifier from his belt and leaned in. The wound was about three inches long and had ragged edges, as if a thin line of skin had been ripped free. “Hmm… it looks pretty nasty. It’s already begun to clot, which is good. But still, it’s fairly deep, and I’m concerned about secondary trauma. Here, look at me.”
She opened her eyes again, and he held up two fingers in the standard peace sign.
“How many?” he asked.
“Two.”
“Now how many?” he said, raising two more.
“Four.”
“Now?” He held up an open hand.
“All five.”
“And now?” He extended the thumb and pinky and turned his hand sideways. Hang ten, dude.
“Um, one. No… two again.”
“Okay, good. Now, just bear with me for a second…” He used a pencil flashlight to shine a beam into each of the old woman’s eyes, and her pupils dilated properly, if a little sluggishly. “I doubt you’ve sustained a concussion, but I’d rather not take a chance. Also, if I leave you here and you have another spell, you could suffer a much more serious injury, like while you’re going down the stairs. So I’m going to take you to the emergency room for some tests, if that’s okay.”
“Yes, fine.”
“All right. I’m going to get an ice pack and some bandages, then we’ll get you out of here.”
He turned to Toby, who was still attached.
“And you — I’ll be back in a second and you can continue with the alterations on my pants, okay?”
Toby released her grip as soon as she saw his hand coming toward her. Emilio scratched behind her ears before getting to his feet, fully expecting a nip in return. But she only looked at him perplexedly, no doubt wondering why a foe would make such an amiable gesture.
With Lewis trailing him down the hall, Emilio said, “She has a small to medium contusion on her forehead. She fell and struck the nightstand on the way down.”
“Ouch.”
“We have to cover it and put a pack on it to get the swelling down.”
“Right.”
“I want to take her to the hospital for some tests, so I need your help with the gurney.”
“You got it.”
They went back through the living room and took a sharp right into the kitchen, where Emilio stopped short and his subordinate nearly plowed into him. Rain was driving so ferociously against the curtain-framed window above the sink that it looked like the house was going through a car wash.
“What the hell?” Lewis said.
Emilio looked at the other window — the one above the radiator, facing the road — and saw the same thing. Then he backpedalled past his partner and returned to the living room because he had already noticed the acoustics were better in here. He could clearly hear the downpour on the roof; it sounded like a million tiny kettle drums being beaten by a million tiny natives. When he opened the door where they first came in, the storm’s volume increased exponentially. Then thunder blasted through the sky and lightning flickered as if connected to a bad fuse.
“My God… this all happened in the last fifteen minutes?” Lewis asked.
“I guess so.”
Out on the stoop, the sweet, frenzied scent of electricity hung heavily. Lightning struck again — this time quite close — accompanied by another thunderous report.
“It’s like someone turned the volume knob up to ten,” Lewis said.
“Twenty.”
“Yeah.”
Emilio shook his head. “Well, here goes…”
The rain on his skin hurt like mad, more like little pebbles than drops of water. The wind drove it in a nearly horizontal direction, spraying water into his face and up his nose. He opened the rear doors of the ambulance — one immediately blew shut again and smacked him on the side — and piled the ice pack and bandages onto the gurney, which he then covered with a sheet of opaque plastic. Lewis came out and helped him wheel it inside. The rain hitting the plastic sounded like applause from a crowd of thousands.
They got a blanket under Mrs. Hart and lifted her together. Once the bandages were in place, Emilio lay an ice pack over the contusion and asked her to hold it there. Covering her with a second blanket, they began rolling the gurney through the house. Toby jumped and barked around their feet, alarmed and confused.
Emilio stopped. “We can’t leave her here.”
“What?” Lewis asked, looking perplexed.
“The dog. We can’t leave her here in the storm.” Then, to his patient, “She’ll be scared, won’t she, Mrs. Hart?”
She nodded. “Lightning and thunder frighten her very much.”
“That’s what I thought. Okay, then…”
He scooped Toby up while she wiggled and squirmed, and set her on the gurney next to her mistress. She snuggled down without further protest, though her eyes were still bright with terror.
“Allison’s the resident physician in the ER today,” Lewis said, nodding toward the dog, “and she’s not going to like that.”
“Tough luck for her,” Emilio replied and began pushing again.
When they got to the door, they pulled up the rails and stretched the plastic sheet over the top of the gurney and its passengers, which reduced them to hazy images underneath. Racing through the pounding rain, they were in the ambulance in seconds. Lewis remained in the back while Emilio hopped into the driver’s seat, grimacing at the feeling of his shirt sticking to him like a superfluous layer of grimy, loosened skin. It was soaked to the point where his crewneck undershirt had become clearly visible.
Back on the road, the windshield wipers did their best to throw aside the downpour. On Falls View Avenue, Emilio had to navigate around a large maple tree that had split in half. In spite of the rain, there was smoke drifting from the spot where lightning had nailed it. One side was lying on the pavement; the other was leaning against the power lines, which were stretched as tight as guitar strings. A sickened feeling rose inside him at the sight of this. Things are breaking down, he thought. The infrastructure of the town. Something very basic. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was, but there was something not-right about it. Depression was beginning to seep into him.
He called the police to let them know about the tree, and considered phoning Sarah. He was hesitant because he knew how busy she could be on an ordinary day, and this one was anything but ordinary. He also knew how much her work meant to her. But then speaking with her always soothed him.
He was just about to press the button on his earpiece when a call came in. He smiled when the robo-voice announced Sarah’s number.
“Hello there,” he said.
“Is it me, or did the weather gods just put the pedal to the metal?”
“Tell me about it. I’m in the first unit right now and I can barely see through the windshield.”
“Is someone injured?”
“Mrs. Hart fell in her bedroom and sustained a contusion. I think she’ll be okay, but I’m taking her to the ER for some tests just in case.”
“Good idea.”
“I brought Toby along, too,” he said.
“Aw, you’re so sweet. What a combination — sweet, funny, smart, good-looking—”
He chuckled. “Stop, you’ll make me blush. Besides, I could say all the same things about you.”
“Maybe later.”
“Under the covers?”
“It’s a date,” she said.
“Good. So what’s the deal with the storm? Are they saying anything about it on the news?”
“The weather geniuses are stumped.”
“Big surprise.”
“And I’m starting to get more calls.” Sarah said. “Trees down, flash floods, property damage.”
“I’ll bet.”
“You’ll be getting more, too.”
He sighed. “Yeah.”
Another thunderclap boomed through the sky to follow a neon stutter that briefly turned the dark back to day.
“My God,” Sarah said in a sharp whisper. Emilio knew she was becoming really frightened. But now that he was speaking with her, his own reserves of courage had been replenished, and he was ready to return the favor.
“Okay, take it easy,” he said. “It’s a big storm, but it’s still just a storm.”
“I know.”
He wanted nothing more than to hold her tight against him at this moment. “And I’m here, and I love you.”
She sniffed out a laugh, and that made him smile.
“I love you, too.”
“Then, hey, baby — how bad can things really be?”
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“Marla — Ms. Hollis—please,” Corwin said as they returned to his office.
“You’re wasting your time, Mr. Corwin,” Marla said, her face a stony mask of corralled anger. “Save your strength. You’re going to need it.”
“I’m asking you to be fair here.”
Her eyebrows rose in astonishment. “Fair? You can’t be serious. How fair have you been today? You promised to be honest. You promised to be candid. You promised to be forthcoming. But I know you left things out.”
She snatched her bag and raincoat from the guest chair without responding.
“You need to understand my position in all of this,” he went on. “I truly believe that nuclear power is the best form of energy we’ve got, and that’s what really matters here. When you consider all the facts, all the statistics, I don’t know how you can view it any other way.”
Marla pushed past him, picking up the sweaty scent of his fear — which was gratifying in its own way — and started down the hall toward reception.
“Maybe when I’m finished with my articles, I’ll write a book,” she said. “Maybe two or three.”
Trailing close, Corwin said, “Ms. Hollis, please. Perhaps we can reach an agreement.”
She slammed on the brakes and whirled around. She was smiling now.
“An agreement? You mean like a bribe? Is that what you’re suggesting?” She shook her head. “The rich never cease to amaze me. Pal, there isn’t enough money in the world to buy my silence on all the things I know — things that you’ve conveniently left out of our conversation today.”
“Like what?” he asked with puzzlement that was far from convincing.
She held up one hand with the thumb sticking out; the universal signal that a list was about to be recited.
“You’ve been written up four times for electrical malfunctions caused by faulty control-room indicators, five times for coupling failures in the service-water system, seven times for drug- and alcohol-related problems among your employees, and eleven times for spent-fuel disposal violations, in the last month alone.”
She dropped her hand and continued to rattle off a number of other violations. Corwin’s face took on a sickly pallor.
“How can you possibly know all that?” he asked, clearly stunned.
She turned away again, this time with a perceptible finality. The discussion was over.
“You have a leak, Mr. Corwin,” she stated triumphantly, entering the lobby where they’d first met. Corwin scurried after her like a nervous child. Marla laughed and added, “Ironic, isn’t it? A leak at a nuclear plant?”
The attractive young receptionist stood up when she heard this, looking worriedly at her boss for clarification.
“And this one will be a thousand times more radioactive than Chernobyl,” Marla went on, “particularly in terms of what it’ll do to your reputation. You can kiss that new facility good-bye, that much I can promise.”
Nearing the glass doors, Marla noticed that the storm was well underway. She paused and dug through her lumpy, heavily loaded shoulder bag until she found a compact umbrella. The rain was driving so hard there was no visibility beyond the sidewalk.
A clap of thunder exploded with such force that all three of them — Marla, Corwin, and the receptionist — jumped. Lightning stuttered all around, one jagged line mutedly visible through the downpour.
“Ms. Hollis, you shouldn’t go out there until the storm subsides,” Corwin said.
“I’ll be fine,” she replied, a touch of fear in her voice. She felt for the digital recorder, which was still in her pocket, and deftly transferred it to her bag by trapping it in the palm of her hand.
“At least let me get you a bigger umbrella. I have one in my office. I’ll walk you to your car.”
“I’m fine.”
Corwin’s head drooped, like a robot whose battery just died.
Marla fired her parting shot. “I’m convinced that you and your father are both rabidly profit-driven without the slightest concern for the danger to the wider community. Do you think I’m unaware that both you and he live more than twenty miles from this facility? Do you think I’m stupid enough to believe that’s not by design? I can’t help but wonder what your attitude toward this plant would be if you lived just over the rise out there.” She pulled the hood of her jacket violently over her head and knotted the drawstring tight below her chin. “But I’m going to stop you. By God, if it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to—”
Another bolt of lightning struck, this time so close that it caused the ground to shake.
“My God,” Corwin gasped. The receptionist, steadying herself on the desk, turned pale.
The sound of the blast faded, and for a moment all was quiet. Then a fresh rumble came to life, faint at first but rising rapidly. The floor began trembling again.
Corwin looked over his shoulder toward the heart of the plant, his eyes bulging.
“Oh, no…” he said unsteadily. “NO…!”
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Leaning forward at her desk, Sarah was trying desperately to fend off the monster headache that was beginning to form. Her thumbs were planted under her cheekbones, the rest of the fingers massaging her forehead in little circles. On the blotter in front of her stood the cordless phone, with its speaker on.
“It’s totally impassable?” she asked.
“Yes, completely blocked.” The voice belonged to Clara Minton, an old friend of Sarah’s father, who sounded like she’d spent too much time with a cigarette hanging from her mouth. “No one’s gettin’ through here unless they’re drivin’ a tank or something.”
“Damn… Sunliner Drive never floods.”
“I know.”
Sarah took a deep breath and released it, her cheeks puffing out.
“It’s the sewers,” Minton went on. “They just can’t handle this volume.”
“All right, how about Pembroke Boulevard? That one’s way up there.”
“Yeah, that’ll stay dry. But it’ll add an extra mile to the trip in and out of town, and in this weather that could mean another ten minutes for the response vehicles.”
“If you know of a better route, I’m listening.”
Minton groaned. “No, nothing’s coming to mind. Of course, at my age…”
“Fullerton’s shorter but dips through the lowlands,” Sarah said, “so that should flood soon.”
“Yep.”
“The same with Beaumont. Jordan’s Crossing is probably already underwater.”
“It is.”
“What about Preston Street? Doesn’t it—”
The first explosion was so startling that her body jerked violently and she knocked her coffee over, spilling it everywhere.
“Did you hear something?” Minton asked almost casually. “It sounded like a—”
The second blast was exponentially louder and more powerful than the first, and the whole room began shaking. Sarah grabbed the desk and held tight while framed photos and certificates fell from the walls, books spilled out of their shelves, cabinets and drawers slid open… It lasted no more than five seconds but felt eternal.
“My God,” Sarah said, gasping. “What just happened? That wasn’t an actual earthquake, was it?”
“I think there’s been—” Minton began. Then the line went dead, launching Sarah’s already-blossoming panic into the stratosphere. Moving quickly, she went to the window and raised the blind but could see nothing through the heavy rain but the courtyard and the adjacent facade of southern Main Street.
“Uh… what was that?” someone asked. Sarah turned and found Barbara Magnus in her doorway. Gone was the snaggle-toothed Cerberus who protected the office of the mayor. The person who stood there now was, judging by her expression, little more than a frightened child.
Sarah turned and headed in her direction, and Magnus stepped aside.
“I’m not sure,” Sarah said, leaving her office. “I can’t see anything from here.”
In the secretarial antechamber, Lorraine Harris was getting out of her chair with the aid of her cane.
“Sarah, what on earth was that?” Harris asked.
“I don’t know, I don’t know… It came from the west, but I can’t see anything from here. I’m going to try one of the windows upstairs. Call Don”—Harrington, Silver Lake’s Chief of Police—“and see if he knows anything.”
“I’m on it.”
The town’s offices had a broad marble staircase that zigzagged up two more floors. The corridor on the fifth was cool and dark, the only illumination a diffused glow from the semicircular windows at either end.
As she reached the top step, she froze. Oh, no… the WEST, she thought, and broke into a run.
Just as she reached the last office on the western side of the building — and the only one without a nameplate — she slid on the polished floor and went down. Her kneecap took most of the impact, the pain blooming in all directions, but she ignored it and scrambled to her feet.
The office beyond the door had plain white walls and gray Berber carpeting. The only furnishings were a desk and a filing cabinet, both cheapos from Staples.
Limping quickly past the desk, Sarah went to the window but couldn’t see through the rain spatter.
“Screw it,” she said and reached for the window latch. At first it wouldn’t budge, so she put both hands to it, cursing like a millworker, and it gradually gave way. The minute she opened the window, the sound of the rainfall escalated and the dampness rushed in. Riding along the latter was the acrid scent of spent electrical charges and a putrid, earthy odor. Sarah kept shoving the window frame until it was nearly all the way up.
Her new, higher vantage point afforded a much-improved view of the community. Rooftops of all shapes and sizes held firm between the wind-driven trees. Phone poles stood unevenly here and there, and the cellphone tower that Verizon had erected four years earlier blinked serenely up top. Surprisingly few residents had protested its construction, which not only improved reception in the area but also resulted in a handsome payout from the mammoth company as well as decent tax breaks, both state and federal.
At first she saw nothing unusual. Then another blast echoed in the distance, and when she looked in the direction of the sound she saw a growing plume of smoke accented by repeated flashes of pinkish light. Several smaller explosions followed like a fireworks show, only there was nothing even remotely festive about it.
For a time Sarah could only stare while her mind struggled to make sense of what she was seeing and, even more onerous, what was really happening.
It can’t be. Not here… not here. This last thought became a chant in the back of her mind—not here… not here… This wasn’t television, it wasn’t CNN, and it wasn’t some place on the other side of the world. This was tiny Silver Lake, Pennsylvania, a town of about one square mile and just over ten thousand people, where kids still played in the streets and very few people locked their doors at night. Things like this don’t happen in places like this.
But try as she might to deny it, she knew what she was seeing was absolutely real. In the back of her mind, she had always feared this possibility. Regardless of how much reassurance she had been given, by many people on many fronts, she’d always thought this might happen someday.
“Oh, shit,” she said, between clenched teeth. She shut the window again, then turned and ran from the room.
Halfway down the staircase, the sounds from the office began drifting up to her. There were phones ringing and cabinets being opened and keyboards chattering.
And there was someone screaming.
* * *
As Corwin burst through the east door of the control building, and into the open compound, Marla stayed hot on his heels. Then they both came to a halt, paralyzed by the unfolding spectacle.
A chain-link fence a dozen or so yards in front of them separated the control center from a collection of reinforced concrete structures of varying shapes and sizes. The most prominent were the hyperboloid cooling tower to the south, and the dome-topped containment building, which looked like a shorter, fatter version of the bullet-shaped grain silos common to farms the world over. Under normal circumstances, a thick white plume would be billowing sluggishly out of the tower, while nothing came from the containment building. Now it was the other way around.
Workers were running every which way, some in white lab coats and yellow hard hats. There was yelling and screaming, and Marla spotted a smallish Latina woman who was sobbing while one of her colleagues nudged her to keep moving. Emergency lights swirled and alerts blared from an eight-horned siren.
Chaos, Marla thought as her heart boomed. Pure pandemonium. She’d stopped under the door’s awning and was therefore out of the downpour, while Corwin had taken another step or two. He seemed unaware that he was getting soaked. He stood, staring at the destruction like an astonished little boy, eyes wide and mouth agape. Fresh metal shavings, was Marla’s next observation, that’s what it smells like. And the laser-y odor of copying machines. Just like inside — only much stronger.
“Mr. Corwin!” a tall, broad-shouldered man called as he came rushing over. Corwin had introduced him to Marla during the tour — Gary Mason, plant manager. Mason wore a lab coat and hard hat, and a ridiculously boxy pair of safety goggles were draped around his neck. When he drew near, Marla saw that he was holding an iPad protectively under the coat. Marla had tried tossing a few questions his way when they first met, but Corwin had steered the conversation elsewhere.
“Mr. Corwin,” Mason said again. “You and Ms. Hollis should get inside right now!”
“What happened?” Corwin yelled back, rain pouring down his face.
“I don’t know all the details yet!” Mason pointed to the headset tucked in his ear. “I’m waiting for a report any minute! In the meantime, I’ve implemented the Stage-Two Evac Plan. All nonessentials.”
Corwin pointed to the containment building, where smoke was rising heavily from the side they couldn’t see.
“What about that?”
Mason’s eyes flicked briefly to Marla, who spotted the loosely held fear that had taken up residence there.
“There’s been some damage to the core in Reactor Two,” he said.
“From the explosion? The big one?” Corwin asked.
“Yes, but we have another unit continuing to produce electricity for the customers. Unless the NRC tells me to shut it down, I’m going to keep it going.”
“How bad is the damage?”
“I don’t know yet,” Mason said.
“Are any fission products escaping?”
“I… I just don’t know at this time.”
Corwin paused, then asked, “How did it happen?”
Mason shook his head and gave an almost imperceptible shrug.
“Sir, it’s only been about ten—”
“Mr. Mason,” Marla said, “what happened?”
Mason looked at Corwin, who had turned his attention back to the containment area and gave no reply.
Then, addressing Marla directly, Mason said, “Most likely, one of the gates that opens to permit cooling water into the reactor became fused shut, causing the reactor to overheat and the internal pressure to build beyond safe limits. The resulting explosion appears to have ruptured both the inner and outer structures.”
Marla’s earlier conversation with Corwin replayed in her head like a bad flashback.
“Christ… like Chernobyl?”
“Not exactly the same, no. But very similar — extreme heat and pressure.”
“How did the gate become fused?”
Mason looked at his employer for a lifeline again, but Corwin had begun moving away from them in a daze.
“Sir,” Mason said, “please don’t go over th—”
“Mr. Mason,” Marla said firmly, “how did the gate fuse shut?”
Fear and reluctance passed across Mason’s face. Marla said nothing but had no intention of letting him off the hook.
“It was struck by lightning,” he said finally.
Marla’s mouth fell open.
“Lightning? You’re kidding.”
“I wish I was.”
“What about the lightning rods?”
Mason shook his head. “We don’t have them.”
“Excuse me?”
“There are no lightning rods in this facility.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“I am.”
“How many regulations does that violate?”
“None,” Mason said, turning away. Marla knew the body language well, familiar as she was with people who wanted to extract themselves from a conversation.
“None?” she asked.
“There are no laws or regulations requiring nuclear plants to have lightning rods,” Mason told her.
“Oh, please.”
“Look it up for yourself,” Mason said with complete conviction, and Marla had no doubt in that moment he was being truthful.
Corwin had wandered a good twenty yards away now, moving off through the pounding rain in what appeared to be an attempt to get a better view of the damage. The scene that was developing on the other side of the fence looked to Marla like a vision from hell. Flaming chunks of concrete were scattered around the pavement, and more flames were leaping from a gaping hole in the containment structure, just below the domed top. Twisted steel wormed and jutted from it in all directions. Three people in hazmat suits were working a fire hose in an altogether ineffectual attempt to quell the blaze. Two more lay facedown, spread-eagle among the rubble. Marla assumed they were dead, especially since one of the corpses was missing its right leg. Marla realized they had probably been inside the building at the time of the explosion, and the force blew their bodies out here. She saw Corwin turn away and cover his mouth with both hands.
“We need to know what’s coming out of the containment building immediately,” he said to Mason.
“I’ve been trying to determ—” Mason started. His Bluetooth flashed concurrently with the trill of a cellphone that was tucked somewhere under his lab coat. He put up a finger—Hang on a second— and pressed the headset’s answer button. His expression then modulated from lingering hope to dull, dawning horror. Marla noted the bob in his throat, and a frozen finger touched the pit of her stomach.
Behind him, a response team in hazmat suits appeared, moving toward the chaos. Mason finished his call and stood, still and silent.
“What is it, Gary?’ Corwin demanded. “Tell me.”
Mason cleared his throat. “It’s a full breach. The containment vessel is half gone.”
Corwin closed his eyes and let out a breath that seemed to deflate his whole body.
“Ken says the fissile material is pouring out in massive quantities,” Mason added.
“Jesus Christ,” Corwin said haggardly.
“Both of you need to get inside immediately. Go to the control room, you’ll be safe there for the time being.”
Corwin turned toward the door, but Marla didn’t budge. Her gaze was fixed on the cloud pouring from the rupture.
“Which way is the wind blowing?” she asked.
“To the east, it appears,” Mason replied. “Why? Do you — oh, shit… The town.”
Marla’s jaw tightened. “You have to alert the authorities right now. Local, state, federal… everybody.”
Corwin didn’t seem to hear. He removed a handkerchief from his pocket with fingers that were trembling badly, and rubbed it under his nose. Marla grabbed him by the crook of his elbow and shook him.
“Are you listening, dammit? You have to get the word out immediately!”
A man with a retro buzz cut stuck his head out the door as if on cue and said, “The mayor’s on the phone and wants to know what’s going on.”
Mason nodded. “I’ll be right there.” Then, back to the others, “Please, you must get to a safe place.”
Using his hands, he ushered them both inside. Then he ran off and disappeared. Marla took out her iPhone and began snapping pictures through the door’s window — first of the blossoming radioactive cloud, then everything else that seemed noteworthy.
When she turned to gauge Corwin’s reaction, she found him watching her with an expression as blank as a freshly washed chalkboard. A puddle was forming around his feet as water ran off his sodden clothing.
“I’m going to send these to my editor, with more to come. Care to try and stop me?”
There was no response at first. Then Corwin shook his head.
No.
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“How bad is it?” she asked, tapping a pencil on the blotter to expel some of her jitters.
“It’s bad, Sarah,” Gary Mason said from the other end of the line. “It’s really bad.”
She pictured him in her mind, having been introduced to him during one of her official visits to the plant: big guy, huge hands, white lab coat, deep voice, a little intimidating. But everyone seemed comfortable around him and genuinely fond of him, and those feelings appeared to be reciprocated. A good boss, she had decided. Competent. Objective. Concerned.
“Bad as in Chernobyl? Fukushima? I don’t want to sound melodramatic this early, but I need some idea of what we’re dealing with.”
“Put simply, we’re dealing with a core meltdown. In layman’s terms, that means the core of the reactor, the compartment where the fission chain reaction occurs, has been damaged, and all that fissile material — i.e., radioactive material — is moving outside.”
“How did that happen?”
“Every nuclear reactor has a coolant system,” Mason said rapidly, “and when the coolant stops flowing through the reactor, the reactor overheats. From there, all sorts of things can cause an explosion. If there’s still a small amount of coolant remaining in the reactor, it rapidly turns to steam and the pressure builds. I’m pretty sure that’s what happened here — the coolant stopped flowing, the remaining water in the reactor overheated, and the pressure from the steam caused the containment vessel to blow.”
“And now all the escaping radiation is being pulled into the storm system.”
“That’s exactly it.”
“What amounts of radiation are we talking about here?”
“The basic unit used in measuring radiation dosage is a ‘millirem,’ and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission has determined that the average person receives about 350 mrems each year. That’s normal and safe, meaning your body can absorb it without any detrimental effects. Some people will have higher stats due to things like medical procedures.”
“Like X-rays?”
“Yes — diagnostic X-rays, thyroid scans, just like that. Then there are all the little things that contribute to a person’s annual total, like watching television, having our luggage inspected at the airport, or even wearing a luminous wristwatch.”
This last example tweaked Sarah’s attention hard. Emilio was a watch enthusiast and had about twenty in his collection, some of which had luminous dials. In fact, she remembered, the one he wore to work most often bore that characteristic, sinister-looking greenish glow during the night hours.
“Are such watches actually dangerous?”
“No, glow from a watch doesn’t even deliver a single millirem over the course of a year. But my point is that we are hit with tiny doses all the time without consequence. And people who work around radioactive material obviously absorb much more. The NRC jacks up the acceptable limit for such workers to around five thousand.”
Now for the question she had to ask. “And the residents of Silver Lake are likely to be exposed to a lot more than that today, right?”
“I can’t give any concrete numbers at this point,” Mason said, “but it’s reasonable to estimate that it’ll be in the tens of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands.”
Sarah felt her heart skip a beat. “Holy God,” she said sharply.
“This is very serious. Here at the site of the breach, we’re losing about a hundred and twenty thousand millirems per minute.”
“No…”
“Yeah.”
“Then I need to…” She trailed off.
After an extended silence, Mason said, “Sarah?”
“I was going to say evacuate the town, but that’s not possible, right?” This wasn’t really a question.
“No chance. The residents won’t be able to outrun it. Even in their vehicles, they’ll be highly susceptible.”
“But this happened less than twenty minutes ago.”
“I know, and I could give you a lot of technical jabber to make you understand, but there’s no time for that. Just trust me when I tell you that radioactive materials are pouring out of here in huge quantities and getting swept up into the storm system.”
“Can you repair the breach?”
“I don’t know.”
A latent anger that had been percolating for a while finally found its way to the surface; her voice rose throughout her question: “What do you mean, you don’t know?”
“It’s not like a jar where you can just put another lid on, Sarah. The explosion blew out one side of the containment structure!”
She knew that — he’d begun their conversation by briefing her — but it hadn’t really sunk in. A bolt of lightning… a freakin’ bolt of lightning. She hadn’t realized the plant didn’t have lightning rods, and it shook her to her bones to learn that they weren’t required by law. Beyond absurd.
She’d tucked away the worry of this day in the basement of her soul, wrapped up neatly, in a box sealed with metaphorical duct tape. She suspected just about everyone in Silver Lake harbored the same unease. The whole time the plant was being designed and built, the townspeople had been given repeated assurances. Nuclear power is clean and safe… No carbon fingerprint… Your electric bills will drop… Three Mile Island was blown out of proportion by the anti-nuke crazies — but no one was harmed by what happened there.
Silver Lake was a middle-of-the-road community, politically, though if Sarah was pressed, she’d say the town tilted a little to the right. Just enough to color the collective opinion on certain issues, like nuclear power. A few townsfolk definitely did not like the plant, and they were happy to expound on those views in the diner, the barber shop, and the checkout lines. But at the end of the day, nothing came of their opposition. Most people had other things to worry about. The possibility of the plant exploding was in about the same position on the daily priority list as an invasion from Mars.
“That entire portion of the vessel is gone,” Mason went on. “It’s not like we can just throw a tarp over it!”
“I’m aware of that. But I need the facts so I can figure out what to do.”
“The most salient fact is this — the amount of time before Silver Lake begins getting showered with fallout can be measured in minutes. The storm is heading right for you.”
Of course it is, she thought. Miles and miles of undeveloped forestation to the west, but the radiation has to blow east instead and go right down Main Street. “And it isn’t supposed to let up until around midnight,” she added out loud without meaning to do so.
“That’s right,” Mason said.
“Shit.”
“Silver Lake isn’t the only town that’ll be affected.”
“No?” She was on the computer now, trying to locate the right emergency-response documents.
“The storm will blow this stuff all over the place. The Chernobyl disaster caused adverse health effects on people hundreds of miles away.”
“But we’ll get the brunt of it, won’t we?”
“Yes, so you’ve got to act now.”
“Give me some ideas of what should be done.”
“First and foremost, get people inside. Then they need to close everything: windows, doors, vents, whatever. If there are any cracks and leaks in the house — any place that rain or wind can get in — they need to cover them with something — towels, sheets, duct tape, whatever.”
“I’m in a new building,” Sarah said. “Am I okay here? It’s just a few years old.”
“The window seals should be solid. Make sure they’re all closed and locked.”
Older homes… she thought, and grabbed a blank piece of paper to make notes. They’ll have little cracks and holes all over the place. And new-construction projects, too. She remembered seeing a few permit applications last week, including the addition of a second floor to one of the houses on Finch. She added this to the list with a hand that refused to keep steady.
“Air-conditioning units,” Mason went on. “Any kind of air-circulation unit, really. Most of them draw from the outside, so they need to be shut down. They should be covered, too, wherever possible.”
Fear shuddered through her as she realized there was central air in the building she occupied now. In fact, there was a vent just a few feet away, in the wall, a few inches up from the floor. There was another one out of sight behind the copying machine. Are they spewing death right this minute? she wondered. Am I already breathing it in? She hadn’t even considered the AC angle, and that led to what, in her mind, was the most unsettling thought of all—What else am I going to overlook?
She scribbled this down, noting in capital letters that she needed to shut down all the AC units in the building as soon as this call was over. “Okay, what else?”
“The next step will be evacuating everyone later, in a safe and, hopefully, orderly manner.”
“I’m going to guess the military will be involved with that, along with local and state services.”
“That should be the case, I imagine,” Mason said. “Your own response plan should have further details.”
Sarah found and opened the PDF file—Planning Guide for Response to a Nuclear Detonation— and scanned the table of contents. “I’m reading through it now.”
“Good. Okay, I gotta go. But I’ll be available if you need me, and I’ll try to stay in touch and give you updates. Unless, uh…”
She had the sense that his next comment was going to be an attempt to make light of the situation, something along the lines of, Unless my insides get fried like an egg and I drop to the ground dead.
Deciding that there were some situations that lay well beyond the influence of humor, she said, “Thank you for speaking with me.” She was surprised by how steady she sounded. “I’ve got a lot to do, so I’ll take it from here.”
For a moment the only sound on the open line was the steady drum of the rain on both sides. Then Mason said evenly, “Sarah, you need to understand something.”
“What’s that?”
“The chances are that not everyone is going to survive this.”
Another few bars of silence played out.
“Yeah, okay,” she said. “Good luck.”
“You, too.”
* * *
Fear moved through Sarah like a serpent as her imagination pumped out worst-case scenarios — elderly residents who couldn’t possibly be expected to run around their homes stuffing towels around windows and applying tape to ceiling cracks… children on bicycles riding through in the storm because it was just plain fun to get soaked… corpses wrapped in sheets being carried by people in hazmat suits and masks. She thought about the kids at the day care, about odd-couple store owners Oliver Ebbett and Michael Garvey, about the maintenance crews still out there, some of whom had become good friends through the years.
Realizing that these thoughts were as toxic to her as the poisons that would soon be showering her beloved town, she summoned the fortitude to shove them aside in order to focus on the matter at hand. Being able to set her emotional burner on simmer was an ability she’d had as long as she could remember, and she knew intuitively that it was not just an uncommon trait but one that characterized a natural leader.
She went to the thermostat and shut down the AC, then sent a quick email throughout the building that everyone else should do likewise with their own thermostats. By that time, most of the wording for the town-wide emergency message had come together in her mind.
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Roughly thirty minutes later, Peter Soames sat in his home office with the phone pressed against his ear after the message ended. No, he thought, no way did I just hear that. He hit “4,” per the automated instructions, and played it again. Terror settled onto him like a light frost as Sarah’s recorded voice spoke each word crisply and clearly.
He snatched up his cellphone from the desk. It had vibrated at the same moment the landline rang; the sure sign of an incoming municipal alert. There had been five other alerts concerning the storm over the past few days. Now that the blow was in full swing, he’d figured this message was simply another update of some kind. The Soames’s house was in a no-flood zone — Pete and Kate had paid extra for that and had felt it was worth every dime, especially after their two sons were born — so he hadn’t been all that worried.
Now Pete opened his texting app and found the message Sarah had mentioned in the automated call. The lengthy missive included a bulleted list of do’s and don’ts. For some reason, that list expelled whatever lingering doubts he had — something had gone very wrong at the nuke plant.
He leaped out of the leather chair — the force of his movement sent it rolling back until it clunked against the old radiator — and got to the other side of the room in three bounding steps. Yanking the window shut, he twisted the lock with his left hand while thumb-navigating his way to his eldest son’s contact info with his right. The phone rang seven times as Pete raced from room to room, closing all the windows on the second floor, before the call went to voice mail.
Oh, come on, Mark… please answer!
Pausing at the top of the staircase, he opened a fresh text message and typed:
Mark, there’s a > very < serious situation going on with the storm right now.

He paused, wondering how much he should reveal. The main sticking point was the amount of time he would have to waste on the details — details he could give his son in a matter of seconds… if he would just answer the damn phone.
There’s been a breach at the nuke plant and radiation is going to be spread all over town. Please get inside as quickly as you can. Close the windows, doors, and everything else. Then call me — PLEASE. I know we had a rough exchange this morning, but I’m worried about you and I love you. CALL ME AS SOON AS YOU GET THIS MESSAGE.

He slipped the phone into the pocket of his jeans and pounded down the stairs to the first floor, remembering when he’d first learned that the fixer-upper he and his wife were thinking of purchasing was just a few miles from a nuclear power plant. He’d made a point of acting casual about it — no big deal, there were nuclear plants all over the place, and stuff like Chernobyl doesn’t happen that often. And even when it does, it won’t happen here. Kate had expressed more concern; she’d been as demonstrably nervous as Pete felt. But they’d rationalized themselves into a comfort zone. It’s cleaner than fossil fuels… It’s here to stay, so why fight it… The bills will be lower… It’s just one more way we don’t have to be dependent upon other nations for our energy resources…
Yes, he’d decided at the time, that was how adults thought: rationally, logically. Gut instincts were for kids and private detectives and the occasional military commander. But prospective home buyers faced with the remote possibility of having their insides turned into cream soup while their skin turned black and hard and slid away in bleeding hunks… They had to disassemble the issue, analyze the parts, and come up with a sound conclusion. Now that same conclusion was making him feel like the tuna sub he’d had for lunch was riding its way back up the tracheal elevator.
Before he even reached the last step he could smell the electrified damp of the rain. Every damn window would be up at least a quarter of the way, and a few would be open wide enough to make it look as though the house was on fire and they were going to jump out. He and Kate both loved the rain, the smell and the sound and the whole vibe, and it had been a long-running tradition to lift the windows and let a little by-product of nature’s fury drift inside. When a storm wasn’t quite as vicious as this one, and before either of the boys had been born, they would take long walks in the downpour, fully clothed and reveling in the lunacy of it.
Spring and summer were best, and nighttime rains were an added bonus. Once they’d trekked deep into the patch of woods over by Brigantine Park, found a reasonably soft, reasonably flat, and reasonably clear spot, and gave in to their primal urges. A clap of thunder arrived just as Pete reached the Big Moment, and they both broke down laughing. Even to this day, they would chuckle at the memory, and sometimes Kate called him “Thunderbolt”—a smutty little nickname she was careful not to utter in earshot of the offspring.
As Pete slid the first window in the living room down, he caught a whiff of something unusual in the air. The scent was similar to the ozone-y smell produced by lightning’s ion discharge… but more metallic, almost coppery. It reminded him of the last laser printer he’d had, the one with the drum that overheated all the time. An intuition that dwelled deep within — one that was usually spot-on when it came to danger — sent up a warning flare. His heart began hammering. He hurried to the next window, and then the next.
When he got to the kitchen, he was confronted by a bone-freezing sight — Kate and Cary standing at the sink, washing vegetables, with the window wide-open in front of them. The curtains were even swaying in the breeze. Christ, he thought as his heart jammed in his throat, it’s blowing right in their faces.
Kate, in jeans and a plain purple T-shirt, saw him and smiled. An instant later that smile dropped like its strings had been cut.
“Pete? What’s wrong?”
He just about flew across the room, nearly knocking them over as he reached for the window frame’s handles.
Cary, who was smallish even for eleven, watched his father in bewilderment. A large potato was clutched in his hand, and water from the snake-neck spout was pouring over it. “Dad? What’s going on?”
“Cary, do me a favor, would you? Go up to your room and try to get your brother on his cell. He’s not answering me, and that’s probably because of our little back and forth this morning. But he’ll answer if you call.”
The boy put the potato down with the others and dried his hands on a dish towel. “Can’t I just try him down here?” Kate turned off the faucet, her gaze fixed on Pete.
“No, upstairs in your room, please.”
“But—”
“Just do it, okay?”
Cary scurried off, a faint “’Kay” drifting in his wake. Tears would likely come next; his sensitivity was already the stuff of legend among his family and friends.
“That was a little harsh, Pete,” Kate said, giving him the appalled look she normally reserved for the morning news. She had never been fond of his occasional flashes of temper, although afterward he was always apologetic. And she trusted him enough to know that when he snapped, he usually had a reason that at least made sense.
He stopped, hands on his hips, and let out a long breath. “I’m sorry, Katie. Look, we’ve got a problem. A big one.”
She followed him into their bedroom, where he rapidly closed and secured each window.
“What is it, Pete? What’s happening?” she asked.
He went to the dining room next. There was a big window by the china cabinet, open as far as possible. The curtains were dancing about wildly and Pete could feel the force of the wind roll over him. He covered his nose and mouth with one hand while sliding the frame down and locking it with the other.
“The plant had a rupture,” he said, hustling around the table to the window near the fireplace.
“Plant? What pl—” Her eyes widened. “You don’t mean—”
“Yeah, the nuke plant. Something blew, and now there’s radioactivity being blown all over the place.” He went around the desk in the kids’ workspace and pulled down the window behind it. “It’s mixing with the storm.”
Taking his phone from his pocket, he reopened the emergency text.
“Did you get this from Sarah Redmond?” he asked, holding the phone up so she could see the message.
“My phone’s in my bag,” Kate replied, and went to get it.
After he finished with the windows, Pete went next to the air conditioners as well as — per Sarah’s list—“… other vents that may be allowing air to come in from outside.” He hurried into the central hallway and went down to the basement.
He had always been an organization freak, and at the moment he was thankful for that. Even as a child, he was the type whose clothes hung neatly in the closet and whose books were stacked to geometric perfection on his desk. It’s really not a neatness thing, he would insist to anyone who gave him crap about it (and quite a few had). It’s an organization thing. I don’t like to waste time looking for stuff when I need it. For the most part, this was a truthful self-assessment, but he had to admit that he felt a rarefied surge of joy seeing a freshly vacuumed carpet, a straight line of shoes, or a microwave oven with no fingerprints on its surface. He’d had a roommate during his sophomore year at UPenn who spent at least half an hour each day searching for his keys and/or wallet. Assuming the guy probably lost numerous other items on a daily basis, Pete conservatively figured he’d end up wasting about one-eighteenth of his life simply because he couldn’t subscribe to the oh-so-simple system of “a place for everything, and everything in its place.”
In the basement, he grabbed three items which were precisely where he expected them to be: a new roll of duct tape, which sat stacked under a nearly spent one in the cabinet by the table saw; a long roll of plastic sheeting which was kept with other supplies used to prep a workspace; and a pair of steel shears that were hanging on the pegboard over the worktable. Once upstairs again, he went quickly through the dining room to the den, where there was a massive air-conditioning unit in the wall to the left of the fireplace. It was beyond ancient — mid-1970s, he and Kate had guessed based on style elements such as the plastic wood-grain accents and the faux-chrome analog dial — yet somehow it chugged out its Freon coolant every summer without complaint.
Normally he would cover it only when winter really began bearing down — late October or early November. Pete usually went to great pains to cut a perfectly measured rectangle of plastic and apply it with double-sided tape that was all but invisible. Doing this just right took about a half an hour.
The amount of time he invested in the procedure now was less than two minutes. He did not measure the sheet but rather eyeballed and guesstimated. He didn’t use an X-Acto knife to make a laser-perfect cut with a two-by-four as a guide — he set the open shears at one end of the sheet and ran them down to the other. Lengths of tape were ripped harshly from the roll and multiple pieces were used on each side, just to be safe. He knew he would lose some paint when he pulled the tape off, but he couldn’t care less. When he was finished, he did not step back, as he usually did, to admire the orderliness of his achievement — he just felt around the edges for leaks. The plastic swelled and deflated as if it was a living thing. Death, Pete thought, that’s what’s breathing in there. Steady respirations of death.
As he headed for the living room to take care of the other wall unit, Kate reappeared.
“I’ll do that,” she said, holding her hands out, “if you want to get into the attic.”
She had read Sarah’s list, Pete realized, and knew that the next item was to check for roof leaks. He knew there were a few up there, dripping into little plastic garbage cans that Kate regularly carried down and emptied into the slop sink in the mudroom. Patching those leaks was one of this year’s projects.
Kate was scared, Pete could tell, but doing her best to keep a lid on it. This warmed and comforted him. Her forge-ahead attitude in adverse situations had always been a source of inspiration; it was one of the qualities he loved most about her. He could see the fear swimming through her beautiful brown eyes, but she was clearly not going to let it take over the controls.
“We’ll get things done faster if we work as a team,” she added.
“Good idea. Thanks, sweetheart.”
He handed her the supplies he was carrying and went to the closet in the main hallway, where they kept their “linens ’n things,” as Kate liked to say. He grabbed a stack of towels from the top shelf — not the good towels they used in the bathrooms, but rather the threadbare, retired towels that had been demoted for use as impromptu drop cloths, car polishers, or table coverings when Cary did a project that required paint or glue or whatever.
Pete went up the steps three at a time. In the second-floor hallway, he grabbed the dangling cord with the little wooden ball on the end and pulled the stairs down, hearing the steel springs issue a wobbly, metallic groan. Tossing the towels up into the dark, rectangular orifice, he climbed into the attic with much less caution and more speed than usual. The fold-out steps had always felt cheaply made to him, as if the hinges might give way at any moment.
The attic wasn’t much, although more than a crawl space. Pete couldn’t quite stand up all the way; if he did, the top of his head would press against the long wooden beam where the two angled sides of the roof came together. But there was more than enough room to get around in a low crouch. The Soameses had built a small city of boxes on either side, with a clear path up the center of the space. The rain was particularly noisy here, and Pete shuddered at the thought that the only thing keeping him from being drenched in a radioactive downpour was a thin layer of rotting shingles nailed over sheets of aging plywood.
The only light in the attic was a bare-bulb fixture with a pull-string. Just as he grasped the bob, Pete saw something that made his heart freeze. At the end of the cleared pathway, horizontal lines of muted light sliced through in the darkness.
The exhaust fan…
It had been installed by the previous owners as a way of expelling excessive summer heat. Pete and Kate had gone a step further and, working together one Saturday afternoon, connected it to a thermostat so they wouldn’t have to keep running upstairs to turn it on. Then, in their anal-retentive zeal, they oiled the pivot points on the louvered vents to make them turn more easily. Now those vents were rising and falling with every gust.
Pete grabbed one of the towels and used it to cover his nose and mouth, wondering how much of the floating poison he’d already inhaled. Then the obvious occurred to him, and he flicked on the power switch that overrode the thermostatic control. The vents wavered open as the fan roared to life. That should blow it back out, he thought, and keep it out.
One leak at a time, Pete thought. He stacked boxes under each of the drips, first moving the garbage cans out of the way. When each box-tower just touched the angled roofline, he stuffed towels under each leak until those spaces were tightly packed. He realized this was a temporary and wildly imperfect solution, but it would have to do for now.
Finished, he poured the liquid from three garbage cans into a fourth, intending to dump it all down the second-floor toilet. He struggled to keep his abject terror at bay as he went back down the folding steps, cradling the three-quarters-full plastic can against his chest. It required the discipline of a lifetime to shove back the unspeakable image of the hinges giving way, the steps collapsing, him crashing to the floor, and the deadly contents of the can spilling all over his face.
He flushed the toilet five times, then lifted the bathroom window just enough to throw the can out. It would land in the backyard, he knew. And it can damn well stay there.
Before he could go downstairs and see how Kate made out with the other air conditioner, the door to Cary’s bedroom opened and the boy stepped out.
“Hey, big guy,” Pete began. “Look, I’m sorry I yelled at you before. I didn’t mean to.”
Cary shrugged but didn’t make eye contact. “It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not, and I really am sorry. You didn’t do anything wrong.” He smiled. “Let’s talk more about this later. I want to get your thoughts on it. But right now I have to go see if Mom needs my help, okay?”
A nod. “Sure.”
Pete turned and started down the stairs, then stopped and spun back. He still had the all-is-well smile on his face, but it was taking a supreme effort to keep it there.
“By the way, what did Mark say?”
Cary was looking down at his phone, and Pete could tell by his thumb movements that he was playing a game of some sort.
“I couldn’t get him,” Cary said plainly. “I think his phone’s turned off.”
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Mark Soames sat in the apartment’s tiny kitchen thinking what he always did when he was here—It’s so depressing. Colonial-style cabinets, peeling floral wallpaper, and a stained porcelain sink… this place always gave him a sinking feeling of hopelessness.
“Do you want something to drink?” his host inquired. Sharon was a remarkably pretty girl of eighteen, a strawberry blonde with soft features and a nicely proportioned figure that was obscured by an untucked, half-buttoned denim shirt. Mark assumed the untucking and half-buttoning was done so as not to put any unnecessary pressure on the growing baby bump beneath.
“Sure,” he said, “Cherry Coke, please.” He went to reach for his cellphone, tucked in its usual place in his front right pocket. It was an unbreakable habit now, checking it every five minutes or so. Then he pulled his hand back when he remembered he’d turned it off to make ignoring his father that much easier.
Sharon opened the fridge and said, “No soda. There’s water, nonfat milk, orange juice, and apple juice.”
“No soda? Really?”
“No,” she said.
“Wow, since when?”
“Since now.”
“Okay then, orange juice is fine.”
Sharon set the container on the counter, and Mark’s heart broke when he saw that it was just about empty. I should’ve guessed that. I should’ve said, “Nothing for me, thanks.” She opened one of the outdated cabinets to retrieve a small glass, and Mark caught sight of the meager contents within — a handful of other glasses and what appeared to be a sugar bowl. Nothing else.
There was only enough juice to fill the glass halfway, and when she brought it to him he had to fight the urge to scream, “No, please — just keep it!”
After tossing the container into a recycling bucket, Sharon sat down. Mark was watching her closely now, trying to see through the facade, but she was determinedly impassive. Her eyes were trained on the window over the sink, which was receiving a thorough cleansing by the storm.
Countless memories had been forged in this room, times when the two of them sat at this table just like they were now. Party after party, drink after drink, smoke after smoke. The jokes, the laughs. They’d known each other since they were toddlers, and her sense of humor had always been one of her most attractive qualities. She had a particular fondness for dirty poems and a possibly related gift for rewriting the lyrics of any song on the fly, usually altering them from PG-13 to triple-X.
They’d had serious discussions as well, about family struggles, financial struggles, and academic struggles; of the future and the past. They’d talked about why the world was the way it was, and how it worked, and who did what to whom, and what did it all mean anyway? Mark had always been fascinated by Sharon’s dreamy, philosophical side, the part of her that appreciated art, flowers, and butterflies and saw what the world could be rather than what it was. He also admired the way she could get down to business when a situation called for it. It was a trait he had not yet acquired, although he hoped he would one day. It was this almost machinelike aspect of her personality that kept her on the honor roll year after year. That, too, had always impressed him. Her smarts, her beauty, her sense of fun — there were so many things about her he loved…
But at the moment it was as if the circumstances surrounding them had swallowed the Sharon Blake he had known since childhood and replaced her with this blank-eyed cipher. He had come here to try to comfort her, maybe even cheer her up. It had never been difficult before. But this was something else. Something worse.
“You know what the rain makes me think about?” he asked, grinning and nodding toward the window. “That night we were coming back from the mall in Tommy’s Bronco. Remember? The big curb over in Wellington Court?”
It was an old and well-loved tale, and Mark was aware that Sharon already knew it down to the finest detail. Tommy Bissett had just gotten his driver’s license, followed by his first vehicle — a used Ford Bronco. On the night in question, during their sophomore year in high school, Tommy had taken the two of them to the mall over in Hydebrook. They prowled from store to store until closing time, and by then a storm system had moved in and was soaking the area with a vengeance. For Tommy Bissett, this meant opportunity.
With Mark and Sharon giggling their heads off, he hydroplaned and fishtailed his way down the darkened, rainswept Route 161 to the Silver Lake exit, then toward the residential district via Shepherd Boulevard. Nodding at the rainpool that had gathered at the intersection of Shepherd and Broadway, Tommy grinned and said keenly, Now that’s what I call a puddle. He backed up a short distance and gunned the engine, and the resulting wave was, in his view, good but not good enough. Four more attempts were made, each starting farther back than the last, after which Mark and Sharon felt sick to their stomachs. Just one more, Tommy told them, his eyes wild as he threw the engine into reverse. This one’ll be the BEST. Then something went wrong — Tommy spun the wheel to avoid the curb just as he had before, but this time the steering system didn’t respond and the vehicle slammed into the blunt barrier at high speed. When the Bronco came to rest, there was a distinct tilt to its bearing.
Cursing, Tommy undid his belt and scrambled out. The axle was fine, but the wheel was bent beneath it like the folded leg of some sleeping animal. Worst of all, Tommy didn’t have a spare. The trio then had to walk three miles in the downpour, Tommy a few steps ahead of them and continuing to showcase his expertise in the field of profanity while Mark and Sharon tried to stifle their laughter. Whenever Mark thought of this story, he was reminded of her fun and easygoing nature — a part of her that didn’t seem to be anywhere in view now.
“Yeah, that was funny,” Sharon said flatly, with a nod that was all but imperceptible. She could’ve been reading from a script cast in a language she didn’t understand.
Mark sipped the juice and thought about conjuring another tale of days gone by; there were plenty to choose from. Then a question struck him—If you find yourself saying “Remember the time” a lot, is that a sign of something? His gut told him it probably was. A sign that there had been a fundamental change in the whole equation. He wasn’t much older than her; just a few weeks. And as his dad sometimes liked to remind him, “I have shoes older than you.” So how could he be so young and yet feel so… worn?
He groped a new topic, something upbeat, but nothing presented itself. Her family? No — nothing but a horror show there. School? Another no — we’re just a few months away from graduation, and all we want to do is get out of there and move on. Music? Movies? Television? Nothing seemed right, and that birthed a new kind of fear. He had never found it difficult to strike up a conversation with her before.
“Hey, are those new curtains over the sink?”
“Yeah.” Her voice was straw-dry.
“You put them up recently, right?”
“A few days ago.”
“They look nice.”
“Thanks.”
“And those throw pillows on the couch in the living room.” He motioned in that direction with his thumb. “They’re new, too, aren’t they?”
“Yeah.”
“You got them at the store?”
“Mm-hmm.”
By “store” he meant the dollar store where she’d been working part-time for the last three months, after school and on weekends.
“They look good, too.”
She nodded. “They look okay.”
“You know, I never asked you this before, but do you think—”
“How are your parents doing?” she cut in, becoming animate at the same time. A trace of a smile touched the corners of her mouth. “I haven’t seen them around town much.”
“They’re okay,” he said. Sharon had always gotten along famously with both of them; a point that bugged him a little bit, although he planned to keep that classified as top secret for eternity. His mom thought Sharon had tremendous natural beauty and never hesitated to tell her. And his father habitually remarked, “She’s really got it up here,” while tapping the side of his head.
“My dad and I had a big blowout this morning,” he told her, “and I left.” He held up his phone. “I’ve got this turned off because I don’t want to talk with him. I don’t even have to look to know he’s tried calling or texting me. Probably both.”
“I hear you,” she said.
“Yeah,” Mark said back, softly. “I know you do.”
They were looking directly at one another now, so much being communicated without language, desperate and sincere and yet jumbled by the confusion that is the exclusive property of teenagers stuck in a situation beyond their comprehension.
“So… what’s going to happen after graduation?” Mark asked.
“I have no idea.”
“Have you talked about it with your family?”
“They won’t help me out. I don’t even have to think about that one.”
“That sucks.”
She nodded absently. “It sure does.”
“What about money? Is there any stored away anywhere?”
“No. It’s going to be a huge problem.”
He hesitated with his next question, but it had to be asked. “What about Carl? Is he going to do anything?”
“Hard to say since he’s disappeared.”
“Shit, I didn’t know that. I’m really sorry.”
“Me, too.”
“Are you going to find a way to go to college?”
She let out a long sigh. “I’d like to, but I don’t see how.”
“What about work? Will you stay at the dollar st—”
Sharon cut him off with a smile so dazzling that it surprised him into wide-eyed silence.
“You know what I’d like to do right now?” she said.
“What?”
She sprung to her feet and the denim shirt floated open, affording him an even clearer view of the bump. My God, he thought, there it is.
Pointing toward the window, she said, “I’d like to take a walk in the woods back there, just you and me. You know how much I love walking through the woods in the rain, with the smell of the wet ground and all the noise in the treetops. Whaddaya say?”
In that instant he saw the old Sharon again, and nothing short of a written decree from God Himself could keep him from letting her down.
“Let’s do it!” he said.
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The ambulance pulled up to the community center and continued onto the sidewalk, coming to a stop only after it was beneath the overhang and out of the rain. Six police cruisers were parked willy-nilly nearby, lights swirling. Signs reading REFUGEE CENTER B hung in the center’s panoramic front windows, made of single sheets of paper, each bearing one letter rendered in black Magic Marker. Centers A and C were located in the VFW hall on the south side and in the warehouse adjacent to the ShopRite at the end of Coleman Avenue.
The ambulance doors flew open and three figures in yellow hazmat suits jumped out. The hoods were fastened close about their heads and oxygen masks with wide facial shields were held in place with broad rubber straps. Each of the three was carrying a field kit that looked like a plastic tackle box. With Emilio in the lead, they walked quickly through the second set of doors and into the main auditorium, where they took one look at the developing scene and came to a halt.
Emilio had been here just a few days earlier, when preparations were underway for the dedication ceremony. Then, the white tile floor had shined like a mirror, with nothing on it but bright shapes of sunlight slanting through the east windows. Everything looked out-of-the-box new — floor, ceiling, walls, molding, fixtures. There was something nice about how pristine it was, Emilio had thought.
Now that vibe was long gone. Instead, the space was filled with four loose lines of terrified people of assorted ages, genders, and ethnic derivation, waiting to be escorted by volunteers to the decontamination area. Everyone wore respiratory protection of some kind, mostly disposable dust masks that had been obtained in quantity at the local Home Depot. A few held moistened wads of paper toweling over their nose and mouth. Some of the adults were sobbing, some of the kids were screaming.
Emilio had already been informed that people were being led to the lower level, where the locker rooms were. There, each individual had to strip down, scrub themselves thoroughly in one of the shower stalls, submit to handheld scanning for residual radiation, then re-dress and wait until authorities could figure out what came next. Contaminated clothing was stuffed into bags and set outside, where it would all be collected later and burned. New clothes came mostly through a request the town made for people to bring along a change for themselves, plus anything they were willing to donate. All such clothing had to be kept in sealed bags, e.g., large plastic trash bags, before arrival.
The police were attempting to maintain order in the reception area but they appeared to be having a tough time of it as more people arrived in their vehicles, and more parking spaces disappeared. Like the EMTs, the cops were bedecked in the bright yellow suits, with the word POLICE written in black marker across the chest.
One of the cops approached.
“They’re over there!” he said, pointing to a corner of the space and shouting to be heard through his mask. “You’d better take a look.”
The EMTs walked over and found two women lying on the floor on blankets. They were separated by about ten feet, and an officer stood rigidly between them with his feet apart and his hands together. Emilio recognized both patients — Valeria Torres, mother of two and manager of the convenience store at the north end of Main; and Juanita Navarro, dark-haired and pretty, and the owner of a dog-walking business that, according to the Silver Lake rumor network, was wildly profitable.
Torres had scratches all over her arms and face; a trail of dried blood started at her purple, swollen nose and ran about halfway down her T-shirt. Navarro’s arm was clearly broken — it looked like she’d developed a new elbow in the middle of her forearm. She was holding the damaged limb against her chest and trying not to cry. Both women were wearing baby blue dust masks.
“I’ll take care of Juanita,” Emilio said. He knelt beside her and set down his kit, then tried to undo the latch, but the hazmat gloves were far too bulky to allow for fine movement. He pulled them off, revealing a pair of surgical gloves underneath. He knew this increased his risk of radiation exposure, but only slightly, and nothing that couldn’t be remedied with a good hand washing.
“Not playing nice with the other children, I see,” he said with a smile.
She moaned. “It hurts so much.”
“It’s broken, I can tell you that just by looking at it. But I’m sure you already know.”
“She did it!” Navarro said, jabbing a finger in Torres’s direction. “I was just standing there, waiting to be—”
“You cut in front of me!” Torres growled, wriggling free of the EMTs and lifting herself onto one elbow.
“I was already there!” Navarro squawked back, spittle shooting from her mouth. “I just stepped away for a second to ask one of the police a question!”
“And when you step away, you lose your place in line!”
“No haces las reglas, perra!”
“Vete a la mierda!”
“SHUT UP, BOTH OF YOU!” the cop roared.
As Navarro sank back down, Emilio removed two long rectangles of hard plastic from the kit. He gently sandwiched her fractured arm between them, fastening the splint with a few careful winds of satin tape.
“We have to bring you to County General for a proper cast,” he told her, “but you need to be decontaminated first.”
He waved one of the other police officers over, recognizing her as Janice Pruitt, one of the force’s latest recruits. Emilio vaguely remembered her from high school — she’d been a freshman when Emilio was a senior, so they hadn’t interacted much. Through her face mask, she looked younger than her years… and quite scared.
“Janice, please take Ms. Navarro to decontamination right away. She needs to get to the hospital.”
“Okay,” she said, helping Emilio get the woman to her feet. Navarro shot a last dirty look at Torres, who lifted one hand and flicked her the bird even while the other two EMTs tended to her broken nose. Navarro turned away without further comment, her chin tilted upward.
“I’ll drive around back and pull the ambulance up to the door,” Emilio said. “We’ll need to get Juanita inside fast.”
Pruitt nodded. “Right.”
“As for her friend over there—”
A catalogue of strangled screams came suddenly from the crowd and Emilio turned to see a well-dressed white woman with a cloud of silver hair drop onto all fours. For a moment she was still, staring into space with half-lidded eyes, her face cursed with misery. Then her back arched and she vomited explosively, the pinkish stream spattering in all directions when it hit the floor.
The lines dissolved into one horrified throng as everyone backed away. The woman swayed, trying to catch her breath, then hitched out another burst of vomit before collapsing with a wet slap onto the puddle she’d created. Emilio knew her — Bernice Dempsey, his family’s former next-door neighbor until her husband passed away and she moved into an apartment. He saw her around town once in a while, usually at the library or the supermarket.
Moving quickly, he got to her before anyone else and helped her back onto all fours. Then, as with Mrs. Hart, he went through her vitals. She looked dazed and didn’t react to the obvious indignity of her situation; Emilio thought there was something in that to be thankful for. Another cop appeared with a blossom of paper towels. Emilio took them gratefully and finished cleaning her up.
“What’s wrong with her?” the cop asked.
“Radiation poisoning, I’m pretty sure. Where’s your quarantine area?”
“Huh?” The cop looked as disoriented as the teacher.
Emilio slapped him on the leg. Due to the stiffness of the hazmat suit, it sounded like he’d struck a bag of potato chips.
“Hey, wake up! I asked you where your quarantine area was?”
“Over there.” The cop pointed to the far right corner of the cavernous room, where two folding partitions had been set up in a right angle, screening off a portion of the space.
Emilio brought Dempsey to her feet and tried putting her arm around his neck. When it became obvious this wasn’t going to work — she had virtually no strength left — he lifted her in both arms.
“You should get this cleaned up right away,” he said, nodding toward the vomit. “It’s loaded with contagions.”
“Sure… okay.”
When Emilio got to the quarantine area, he discovered that it was nothing more than several blankets laid on the floor. Three were currently occupied. On one lay a very elderly man in a short-sleeved shirt. Moaning rhythmically, he had covered his eyes with his forearm. A young mother and her infant son were using the other two blankets, and they both appeared to be sleeping. All three patients were wearing the light blue dust masks — the sight of the huge mask over the tiny child’s face struck Emilio as particularly disturbing — and all three had dried vomit on their clothing.
“Good God.”
Emilio lay Dempsey on the blanket farthest from the others; the closest he could come to a “private room” under the circumstances. As he brushed the hair out of her face and straightened her clothing, he felt an onrush of despair. This really is happening, he thought, the town is being covered in radioactive fallout. Jesus… The sight of his former neighbor lying there — a person who had babysat him from time to time, gave him lemon drops that he loved to this day, and even helped him learn how to read by going over newspaper articles with him — was almost impossible to register.
He got up and peered around the partition. One of the yellow-suited cops had found a mop and rolling bucket somewhere and was swabbing the last of Dempsey’s leavings. A few other officers loitered nearby with fading interest in keeping the lines orderly. The rest of the refugees maintained a safe distance, huddled in a giant mass with sheer panic etched on their faces. Emilio knew almost every person there, yet at this moment he barely recognized anyone. Outside, the toxic rain swept against the windows in a torrential fury.
It’s all coming apart… it’s all coming apart…
Another hazmat-suited figure approached — Bill Brighton, a long-timer on the Silver Lake police force and truly one of the town’s finest. He had been blessed with physical bulk that made him seem about twenty percent larger than the normal male. He was holding a small device — almost the exact same shade of yellow as the suit he wore — that Emilio recognized as a dosimeter, the standard portable instrument for measuring ionizing radiation.
The last time Emilio had seen it, it was gathering dust on the top shelf of a cabinet in the police station. The sight of it now, suddenly very important, compounded his apprehension.
“This thing’s giving me a reading of around 24,500 millirems in this room right now,” Brighton said, “depending on where I stand. It’s a little bit higher over by the crowd. Closer to 26,000.”
“That’s way too high.”
“How do you know?” the other man asked.
“I’ve been doing a little reading on the Internet in between calls,” Emilio told him.
“The Internet’s an informational wasteland,” Brighton scoffed.
“No, no, all legitimate sites. CDC, PBS… The average worker in an industry where radiation exposure is normal is supposed to absorb no more than 5,000 mrems in a year, Bill.”
Brighton’s face paled. “My God.”
“Yeah, and the minimal amount that has been positively linked to cancer is one hundred.”
Brighton looked down at the instrument to make sure he had the reading right, then glanced at the crowd.
“Have you measured outside yet?” Emilio asked.
“I did. It was 32,700 about an hour ago, and then 38,000 a half hour after that.”
“Jesus.”
“Yeah.”
“That means there’s nothing but poison out there.”
Brighton nodded. “It appears so.”
“You’re going to need to greatly expand the quarantine area. There are going to be a lot more cases like Mrs. Dempsey. A lot more.”
“I know.”
Emilio looked directly at him. “Not everyone will survive, either.”
Brighton took a deep breath, which fogged the inside of his mask for a moment. “And that’s not all.”
“No?”
“We’re doing a pretty good job of maintaining order right now, but it won’t last. I’ve been in situations of widespread hysteria before. I know the patterns and the signs, and I’m seeing them here. It’s classic.”
Emilio knew Brighton’s history — his first eight years as a cop had been spent in urban Philadelphia, including two on the southwest side, which was blighted by terminal industrial decline and off-the-charts crime stats.
“As compliant as we like to think of ourselves in this happy little burg,” Brighton went on, “civility will only stretch to a point, and when it snaps — which it will, believe me — the whiplash is going to be incredible. You won’t believe what people will do when the panic hits.”
“Terrific,” Emilio said, looking across the room at the familiar faces and wondering who would be the first to throw decorum overboard.
He was about to say more when his cellphone went off. The pleasant female voice in his earpiece announced Sarah’s name and number.
“Sarah’s calling, so let me answer.”
“Go to it,” Brighton said, and walked off.
Emilio began moving toward the exit, noting that both Torres and the blankets she and Navarro had been on were no longer anywhere in sight. Through the windows he could see his two partners getting back into the ambulance.
“Hello,” he said softly.
“Hello,” Sarah replied. He could hear the strain in her voice. “This is insanity, pure insanity.”
“Tell me about it.” He pushed through the two sets of doors and back outside.
“I’m calling to see how you’re managing, but if you’re too busy, just tell me and hang up.”
“No, I’ve got a second,” he said, then recounted the events of the last thirty minutes as he got into the driver’s seat of the ambulance.
“That isn’t the only fistfight I’ve heard about,” she told him. “I’ve been keeping the scanner on. You wouldn’t believe what’s been happening.”
“Bill Brighton said it’s only going to get worse,” he said.
“Please tell me he didn’t really.”
“Yeah. He said he’s seen it before. I’m sure he was talking about his time in Philly. Said once the civility snaps, all hell will break loose.”
“Great.”
“We’ll manage it, don’t worry.” He put as much iron into his voice as possible.
“You think?”
“Absolutely. Don’t even think twice about that.”
“I don’t know what else could go wrong. Maybe the dam will burst.”
“Is that a possibility?” Emilio asked with unabashed alarm.
“No, no — the engineers who did the assessment a few months back said it was structurally sound. That’s one upside to a nuclear-core breach, I suppose — it doesn’t affect dams.”
“Thank God for small blessings.”
“Absolutely,” Sarah said. “And as for everything else, we’ll just have to stay on top of it all. And we will.”
“That’s my girl.”
She laughed through the phone — just a little sniff, but he was happy to hear it.
“I love you, you know that?”
Emilio smiled back. “And I love y — oh, heck, here comes another call.”
“Go to it, stud.”
“Yeah, talk to you later.”
“Wave to me when you drive past the building, and I’ll wave back!”
“Okay.”
“Bye…”
Emilio pulled around to the back of the community center and helped get Juanita Navarro, who was strapped to a stretcher now, inside. As he pulled onto Barrett Avenue, he looked up at Sarah’s office window on the third floor. Visibility was severely limited due to the downpour, but he could just make out her figure while she waved madly. He chuckled and shook his head as he waved back. One in a million, he thought. No, make that a billion.
It was the last time they would see each other.
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“There are still a hundred and sixteen people unaccounted for,” Sarah said into the phone ten minutes later, her brief but soothing intermission with Emilio rapidly fading from memory. “It’s been almost two hours since the explosion at the plant, and we’ve still got that many missing in action!”
Her office looked like a soft bomb had gone off in a recycling center. Empty Coke cans stood like little red silos everywhere, bright spots across an otherwise chaotic geography of loose papers, manila folders, and heavy-duty binders. The desk and table surfaces were fully occupied and the excess was beginning to populate the floor. Drawers were left half open, and all the phones were sitting on her desk, their long, modular cords ready to act as trip wires for the unwary.
She had always classified herself somewhere in the midrange between organized and messy; just enough of the former to know where everything was, but not so much that it hampered her workflow. Today, she had drifted so far outside her comfort zone that she worried whether she’d be able to find the right map or telephone number or emergency guide when it was needed most.
Even the use of her trusty notebook, which Emilio called one of her “two external organs” (the other being her iPhone), had been forced out of its usual pattern. She normally filled a single sheet, maybe two, on a typical day. It wasn’t even midafternoon and she had already covered nearly thirty pages with hurried, harried scribble.
“A hundred and sixteen,” she repeated. “Just where the heck are these people?” She consulted the list that was open in Microsoft Word on her screen. “Norman Beale, for example. You know him, right?”
“A little bit,” Harlan Phillips replied, sounding stronger than Sarah had expected when she’d first picked up the receiver and heard him firing questions at her. Hearing his heart monitor beeping steadily in the background made her wonder how much of his attitude was sheer bravado. “He used to own the bowling alley, the one where those medical offices are now. They paid him a fortune for that land, and since then he’s lived like a hermit.”
“We called him a few times and got no answer. Not even a machine. And we have no record of a cellphone or an email address.” She let out a tuneless note of frustration. “There are so many like that — Callie Morris, Jack and Mary Dench, Bobby Crawford… I’ve tasked four people with the search, plus one uniformed officer is going to some of these addresses. But I don’t want to spend any more manpower than that. It’s one cop and one squad car not available for emergencies because people won’t answer their phones. And the officer — it’s Doug, by the way — is also using a hazmat suit. He needs it, of course, but we really don’t have enough to go around as it is.”
“How are the illness and injury numbers?”
“I’m getting updates every few minutes, either by text or by fax.” She walked over to the fax machine, where a new sheet had rolled out moments before Phillips called. It was from County General; she had already drawn a tight association between bad news and the intertwined C and G logo; just seeing it made her queasy.
“We’ve got four hundred and thirty-six cases of radiation poisoning. Forty-four of them are in advanced stages — high fever, dizziness, a drop in leukocytes, shock, diminished levels of consciousness…” Shaking her head, she went over to the window facing the community center. The parking lot was nearly full. The swirling lights of police vehicles splashed the area with a carnivalesque array of colors. “There’s also a mix of injuries from various altercations, including eight broken arms, two broken noses, and one broken leg from a car accident. Two drivers were trying to get out of town and neither would yield to the other.”
“They ran the roadblock?”
“No, this was just before the sawhorses went up.”
“A lot of the people you have listed as MIA probably got out of town already.”
“Possibly, but I’d like to be sure.”
“All the roads leading out are blocked now. Even Carteret, although it flooded awhile ago. I can’t imagine anyone being stupid enough to drive through those waters.”
She returned to her desk and sat, then grabbed her mouse and brought up a live satellite map of the area. Cloud patches in different colors — the shade depending on the amount of rainfall — moved in a jerky, stop-and-go fashion from northwest to southeast.
“The weather forecasters are saying that the storm isn’t going to let up until well after dark. The system is more than eighty miles across.”
Phillips said, “There are reports of radiation sickness in Lebanon, Hershey, Ephrata, and Lancaster.”
“How do you know that?”
“It’s on the local news. Plus, word has been spreading like fire on the Internet.”
“Oh, good,” Sarah groaned. “That should do wonders to keep public panic to a minimum.”
“All those towns are locked down, too. It’s only a matter of time before it hits Philly, Allentown, and Wilkes-Barre.”
Sarah closed her eyes and shook her head. “If this stuff rains down all over Lancaster, do you realize… oh, my dear God… do you realize what it’ll do to the Amish? To their crops? They’re farmers.”
“I know, but you can’t do anything about it. Focus on what you can do,” Phillips said. “Have you spoken with the governor yet?”
“That’s next, right after I get off the line with you.” Sarah thought about the relationship between the two men. Phillips had openly supported and campaigned for Kent’s opponents during the last two gubernatorial elections. He wrote at least a dozen editorials challenging Kent’s positions on a variety of issues. And when Kent refused to release state funds to repair the Carteret Bridge after it had been damaged the previous winter, Phillips did not hesitate to tell the news media that, in his opinion, the governor’s actions were motivated purely by revenge. The public seemed to agree, as Kent’s popularity rating dropped twenty-two percent in a matter of days and never fully recovered.
Sarah cleared her throat. “Isn’t he, um…”
“A first-class sonofabitch? Yes, he is. And you know he’s not a member of my fan club, right?”
“I do.”
“So be wary. Oh, here’s another thing — he’s pro nuke. Don’t forget that. And now that he can’t be elected governor again — thank the Lord God for term limits — his central concern will be his precious legacy. He’s not going to rest until they’ve named a few highways and hospitals after him. Weigh everything he says against those factors.”
“I will.”
She stared out the window for a few moments; moments that felt like years. Then she straightened in her chair and flipped to a fresh page in her notebook.
“I’ll handle him,” she said.
“Good luck,” Phillips told her.
* * *
When the office phone rang ten minutes later, Sarah jumped as if she’d been poked in the ribs. She looked down at the blinking hold button, which now seemed every bit as menacing and toxic as the rain that was blowing forcefully against the tall windows.
There was a soft knock behind her.
“Yes?” Sarah said through a dry pipe. She cleared her throat and tried again. The door squealed back and Lorraine Harris stuck her head in.
“That’s the governor’s office for you,” she said in a near-whisper, a light emphasis on governor’s.
“Right, okay. Thanks.” She’d asked Harris to place the call for her, telling herself it was to keep up appearances, though the truth, if she had to admit it, was that she was procrastinating.
Harris withdrew, closing the door with painstaking reverence. Sarah thought she heard the woman echo Phillips’s “Good luck,” though she wasn’t really listening. Sarah took a deep breath, then pressed the button and lifted the receiver.
“Hello?”
“Sarah Redmond?” A woman’s voice, harsh and businesslike.
“Yes, that’s right.”
“Please hold for the governor.”
Sarah drew breath to reply, but the woman clicked off before she got the chance. The line was flooded with meandering Muzak, so overwrought that it took Sarah a moment to realize it was Pennsylvania’s eponymous state song. Then the receiver on the other end was picked up, dropped on a hard surface, and snatched up again.
“Yes?” the governor said.
It was bizarre to hear Kent’s rich, deep voice, which she was familiar with from the media, coming through the phone’s tiny speaker. She had an urge to clear her throat again, but didn’t dare.
“Governor Kent? This is—”
“Sandra? Sandra Redmond?”
“It’s Sarah, sir. Yes, Sarah Redmond in Silver Lake.”
“I was wondering when I’d be hearing from you.”
“Yes, sir. The situation has reached a critical point here, and that’s why I’m calling. I’d like to formally request that y—”
“Why isn’t your boss calling me?”
“I’m sorry?”
“How come I’m not getting this call from Harlan?”
He dropped the name as if the two of them were near and dear. Sarah found this queerly fascinating and couldn’t help but marvel at the man’s audacity.
“He had major heart surgery and is still recovering,” she said.
“So you’re in charge in his absence.”
“That’s correct.”
“Well, I don’t envy you your duties on this day. You have my most profound sympathies.”
The way he spoke these two lines made a dazzling impression on her. She could feel the warmth, the empathy, the sincerity. Curtis Kent was suddenly her best friend and protector, and he’d produced that side of his character as easily as if he’d flicked a switch. It was impressive enough — but a deeply embedded instinct told her that she needed to be careful, lest she become intoxicated by his charm. The Devil’s voice is very sweet, her father used to tell her, and you’ll hear it in political circles all the time.
“Thank you,” she replied simply.
“I’m guessing you’re calling because you’d like me to mobilize the Guard?”
“Yes. We need to begin evacuating immediately.” Stick to the matter at hand, was the message flashing through her brain. No more talk about Harlan Phillips. Just stay on point and get this over with. “I’ve got the zones all mapped out.”
“Hang on a sec,” Kent said, a little impatiently. The charm switch he’d thrown before had been thrown again, to the “off” position. “The explosion at the plant took place about two hours ago, right?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“The storm is still in full swing.”
“Yes.”
“And the latest dosimeter reading shows a level high enough to cause intense radiation poisoning within ninety minutes.”
“Yes,” she said, “that’s correct.”
“So please correct me if I’m wrong, Sandra, but isn’t it standard procedure with evacuations under these circumstances to wait until the worst of it is over and the bulk of the radioactive material has settled?”
It finally struck Sarah that his calling her by the wrong name had been intentional from the start. He was a bastard, but he was a smart bastard, and the odds of him forgetting her name twice in the span of as many minutes was below zero — designed not only to belittle her but also denote her irrelevance to him.
“We have a very unique situation here, Governor,” she said without the slightest trace of offense and even put a touch of condescension into her tone, as if she was educating a child. “No one can say if the worst of the storm is over. Maybe it’s peaking right now, or maybe it’s going to be ten times worse in an hour. Here’s what I do know — many of the homes here are older and nowhere close to waterproof, which means a lot of my residents will contract radiation sickness if they don’t get out of here fast. We’ve got nearly five hundred cases already, ten percent of which are in an advanced state.”
She wanted to add, Did you ever consider the possibility of such statistics when you were deciding which side of the nuclear issue to come down on, or did you just take the money and run? “We also have extensive flooding throughout the south side of the town, which is only going to get worse and, as a result, seriously hamper evac and emergency-response efforts. So I say again that now, not later, is the time to—”
“Okay, okay,” Kent said irritably. “Let me ask you, have you cleared all this with your boss?”
“Excuse me?”
“Have you run this past Harlan Phillips?”
Sarah could barely believe what she said next, even as she heard every word roll out clearly.
“Governor, I’ve already explained that he is recovering from major surgery, and that he has, legally, left me in charge. That means I’m the mayor of Silver Lake today. With all due respect, I think it’s crucial that you understand this.”
In the icy silence that followed, Sarah felt as though her heart had stopped beating. Is he going to hang up? she wondered, and that terrifying thought got her heart going again in a hurry — zero to sixty in about half a nanosecond. Did I piss him off so much that he’s going to withhold Guard support just to spite me? Can he even legally do that? Images of Silver Lake residents suffering in the throes of radiation sickness filled her mind—all because of my pride— and her stomach clenched.
“You’re right, I apologize,” Kent said finally, and with absolutely no sincerity. “I meant no offense to you personally. I was referring simply to the fact that he has more experience with this kind of thing than you do, so I was wondering—”
“I have been in frequent contact with him throughout the day, and we have discussed and agreed upon all strategies,” Sarah said, rapidly and flatly.
“Ah, okay. Well, that’s good. I do, after all, want to supply you with the assistance you require.”
“So you’ll get the Guard mobilized then?”
“I will indeed.”
“Great, then please let me get back to my nightmare. Thank you so m—”
“Whoa, whoa,” Kent said, sounding every bit the confident bully he had been all his life. “Don’t go anywhere just yet.”
“I’m sorry?”
“This situation isn’t that simple. There are other details we need to iron out first, some of a highly sensitive nature.”
Sarah felt bewildered. She had read the evac procedures twice, all but memorized them word for word. Yes, there were details, but they were supposed to be determined by her, the local logistical crews, and the Guard commander.
“I don’t understand,” she said.
“Is this a secure line?” the governor asked.
“As far as I know.”
“And we are the only ones listening at present?”
“I’m sure.”
“Okay, good. Now, I believe — um, you understand that what you just told me about anyone else listening to this conversation is legally binding, correct?”
Butterflies materialized in her stomach. “Yes, I understand,” she said, lying.
“All right. Now, I also believe you know that I have been supportive of the nuclear-energy industry in this state from the beginning, correct?”
A layer of frost settled on her. “Yes,” she said carefully, “I’m aware that that’s been your stance on the issue.”
“And a thing like this, like what’s happened today, can backfire on a person in my position very easily.”
A siren began wailing outside, close enough that it could be heard clearly through the downpour. Sarah reached over and pressed down the towel-roll that lay along the bottom of the closest window frame. To her alarm, it was slightly damp now.
“Sir, I’m sorry, but I really have to—”
“Just hold your horses. What I’m trying to say is that I would be grateful to you if you would make certain to let the media know how cooperative and effective I have been to you throughout this crisis.”
Sarah was struck silent again. He didn’t just imply what I think he implied, did he? No, even he can’t be that—
“Sarah? Are you there?”
“Yes, yes. I’m here. And I understand what you’re saying. But… you wouldn’t not mobilize the Guard, would you? That’s pretty much standard procedure here, right? I mean, how would it look if—”
“No, not that,” Kent said. “Of course I’m sending in the Guard. I’m just as concerned about the welfare of your citizenry as you are. No, I’m talking about the other things.”
“Other things?”
Kent exhaled mightily, then chuckled. “You might just come out of this mess looking like the hero of the day. And if that’s the case, it would be to my great benefit to be touted by you as your vice-hero, particularly with election season looming on the horizon. You’re understanding me so far, right?”
She understood with much greater clarity than he imagined. What she could not wrap her mind around was how any human being, once newborn and vulnerable and free of corruption, could evolve into someone this nakedly self-serving. It wasn’t so much the epic ego the man wielded, but the unapologetic nature with which he wielded it. She did not sense even the remotest trace of embarrassment or shame. She also wondered — and this only compounded her revulsion — how many other conversations he’d had like this over the years.
“Yes, I get it,” she said.
“And you need to remember that the media’s a funny kind of animal. One moment it’s rubbing up against you like a kitten, the next it’s turned into a fully grown lion lunging at your throat. Doesn’t matter what side you’re on. Doesn’t matter what the truth happens to be.”
“I’ve experienced my share of—”
“Of course,” he rolled on, “many of those same media people are old friends of mine, so I do have something of an advantage over, say, someone who’s a bit lower down the ladder. And, of course, it’s always nice to be able to call in a favor or two if I need to cover my ass… or go after someone else’s.” Kent let this linger for a moment, then continued, “You understand what I’m saying on this point, too, don’t you?”
Her body had gone hollow; there was simply no feeling inside.
“I do,” she said.
“Good, I just wanted to make sure.” The warmth was back; he had flicked the switch again. “I’ll get on the phone to General Conover right now. He’ll be in touch, okay?”
“Yeah.”
“And if you need anything else, just call me.”
He hung up before she had a chance to respond. Her hand was shaking when she set the receiver back into its cradle.
She looked at her iPhone to make sure the recording had been made.
It had.
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Sharon was a few paces ahead of Mark on the path, twirling and leaping about. Every now and then she would stop to open her mouth and drink the raindrops. Mark watched, hands in his pockets, adoring her and thinking she was crazy at the same time. Their hair was matted disastrously to their heads and neither cared a whit, so comfortable they were in each other’s company. Mark found himself wondering whether any damage was being done to the baby each time Sharon spun around, which made him realize he didn’t know very much about pregnancy.
“My God, don’t you just love the rain?” Sharon asked. Their clothes were soaked, so the generous curves of her breasts were now clearly visible. He had enjoyed that view on numerous occasions, but now an additional and troubling thought came with it—If she wasn’t so beautiful, maybe a horny little asshole like Carl Sampson wouldn’t have noticed her in the first place.
“I do,” he said, sticking his tongue out to absorb a few drops. They had a bitter, metallic taste, like the brown water that came out of the pipes at home once in a while, usually when there was blasting going on at McCann’s Gravelworks. But Mark was getting too much pleasure out of watching Sharon have fun to care.
She stopped again and took a theatrically deep breath, elevating her hands in front of her like a ballet dancer.
“There’s nothing about rain I don’t absolutely love,” she said. “The smell of the damp coming out of the ground, the feeling of being wrapped up in your own little world, and the sounds — just listen…” She pointed upward, to where the rain was drumming on the dense canopy formed by the oaks and maples that stood between the predominant pitch pines. “Isn’t that fantastic?”
“It is.”
She faced the sky, closing her eyes, opening her mouth, and sending her tongue out to wiggle in the damp air.
“You’re nuts,” Mark said, laughing.
“That’s the best way to be sometimes. Every now and then, you have to release your inner lunatic.”
“True.”
He leaned against one of the pines, the bark rugged and harsh under his hand, and tried to get a fix on what was going on inside her troubled mind. Not that she looked troubled right then, standing there with her arms outstretched, her clothes glued to her visibly pregnant body, and a swath of adolescent bliss on her face.
Ever since he’d learned of her pregnancy, he had tried to imagine how she felt: conflicted, uncertain, afraid, despairing? In his mind, he saw her with a block of cement the size of a small car on her back, forcing her downward until her knees almost touched the ground even though she labored to remain upright.
A ratchet of coughs came over him. As if on cue, the same thing happened to Sharon, and Mark realized that they had both been hacking away for a while. Leaning against another pine like she was trying to listen for the tree’s heartbeat, Sharon looked out across a meadow that lay adjacent to the path. It was a topographical oddity, a clearing about the size of a football field in an otherwise unbroken stretch of woodland. The shallow depression was clogged with yellowing grass that bowed under the wind and the impact of the rain.
“That was a lake once,” she said.
He knew that, although he wasn’t sure why. Probably learned it from Dad, Mark thought. His father was fascinated by American history in general and was particularly obsessed with their hometown. He was always talking with some old-timer or browsing through public records borrowed from the municipal building. “People travel hundreds, thousands of miles to get their history fix,” Pete Soames often said, “never realizing they’ve got plenty of it right in their own backyard.” He’d drop shiny nuggets of trivia on his family all the time, during rides to Sam’s Club or TV commercials or dinner. Mark went out of his way to act as though he couldn’t care less, rolling his eyes or pretending he didn’t hear. But apparently some of it had sunk in.
“I think it was used as farmland for a while.”
“It was,” Sharon said. “The ruins of the old farmhouse are down the path a little. All that’s left are the stones of the foundation. I remember my grandpa bringing me here when I was little. Back then there was still some water in the lake. Grandpa said there would be less and less each year because it was drying up. I didn’t believe him, because when you’re that young you don’t believe lakes dry up. I didn’t say anything, just came back when I could, and sure enough the water level kept dropping until it was gone.”
Her face no longer displayed the childlike joy that had been surging through her since they’d left the apartment.
“Nothing stays the same, does it,” she said wanly. “Absolutely nothing.”
He felt unqualified to produce a worthwhile response. She was carrying the conversation into a philosophical area where he could not follow. He still hadn’t experienced much of life, and what little he had was fairly smooth compared to the bumpy ride she’d been on. Her father had hit the back door when she was still a toddler, her mother couldn’t hold a job to save her sorry life, and a line of useless near-stepfathers had been marching through their house for as long as Mark could recall. Most of them were hard-wired alkies like dear old Mummy, and none were seriously interested in taking up the mantle of fatherhood.
In contrast, Mark knew he had it good. Really good, in fact. He listened to the stories in Ms. Barrett’s sociology class, heard the local news every morning, and had Internet access. He was beginning to understand what it was like out there in the world, and that he had all kinds of privilege. The downside to this was that he was also beginning to understand, for him, it was really hard to connect with anyone who didn’t.
“And when things do change,” she continued, “it’s pretty rare that they change in a way we’d like.”
Mark nodded. “So then what are you going to do, Shar? Are you going to have it?”
“Of course I am,” she said, and her lips began quivering. “I would never, never have an abortion.”
He didn’t think she would either, and in spite of the difficulties that would follow the resolute support of this position, he was pleased to find himself in full approval.
“What about giving it up for adoption?”
She shook her head. “I just don’t think I could do that. Maybe… I don’t know. I really doubt it, though.”
“Do you think Carl’ll come back?”
She shrugged. “No idea. Maybe. His whole life is here. I’m guessing… hoping… sooner or later…”
“If he does, will you marry him?”
She gave him a crooked smile. “He won’t want that. He’ll say he will, just because it’s what a guy’s supposed to say in that situation. But he won’t.”
“You never know.”
“He’d be a terrible husband. He’s still a kid himself. We all are.”
Another chain of ragged coughs swept through Mark, this time accompanied by a dreamy feeling. It was like his brain had become unanchored and was drifting in an open sea, and by the sensation that he was about to lose his balance and go down. Fear began racing through him.
“Except me,” Sharon said softly.
Mark tried shaking his head back to normalcy. “I’m sorry, what?”
“I think my childhood is coming to an end. Time to be an adult.”
She sat down on the edge of the path, where the earth had given way to the slow grind of erosion, exposing many tree roots. Mark did likewise, setting his hands down flat for support. The scent of pine was particularly pungent this close to the needle-carpeted forest floor.
He tried clearing his throat to remove the filthy metallic taste that now coated his entire mouth. Turning away, he spat twice without force, trying not to draw her attention.
“So what are you going to do?” he asked.
“I’m going to finish school, and then… I’m not sure. Ideally, I’d still like to go to college and get a degree — somehow, some way — then find a job. I want to build a real life for my child, start a new chapter in my family history. I want it to be all about love and caring and nurturing and compassion… Not fighting or yelling… or hitting or… bruising…”
Her facade crumbled at last and the tears came with eruptive force. He moved over and wrapped his arms around her, rocking her back and forth while months of torment poured out. It didn’t take long; she always got back on her emotional rails relatively quickly.
When she was done, she wiped her cheeks and managed a little smile.
“I guess I’ll just have to take it day by day,” she said.
“Maybe you could come live with me.”
She looked at him curiously. “Are you moving out?”
“No, I mean at my house.”
She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on.”
“No, seriously.”
“Seriously, no.”
“Why not?”
“I think maybe your parents would have something to say about it.”
“Are you kidding? They love you. No joke, I’ll bet we could work something out.”
He was already running a quick evaluation through his mind, trying to figure out how his parents would react. Though they both had some conservative tendencies—Dad especially, Mark thought, then wondered if even that was really true — they never hesitated to give their charitable sides a good workout. Mark remembered that time in third grade when they’d taken him to a shelter in South Philly a few days before Christmas. It was the first of what would become a string of semi-regular “charity Sundays” that continued to the present. On this particular afternoon, they’d loaded so many boxes of food, clothes, books, and toys into the minivan that he couldn’t see out the back window. More than that, his parents were going to help out in the kitchen for the day. Mark figured he’d see nothing but bums and derelicts, shabby old men who had allowed the bottle or the needle to get the best of them and thus, in essence, were largely at fault for their lot in life. But there were others, too, including a girl who couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen. Mark never got the details of her story, but he fought off tears all the way home thinking about the frightened eyes in her smudgy, defeated face. When he learned the next morning that his parents had decided to begin donating a regular amount to the shelter for her care, the tears he had buffeted the day before came forth in a tidal wave. He did love them deeply, even if the teenage part of him refused to accept it.
“You could stay in the guest room upstairs,” he said. “It’s really nice. My mom and dad painted it last summer and put down hardwood floors. It’s got a nice view of the backyard, and it’s right near the bathroom.”
She grinned and shook her head. “I don’t know, maybe. I know your mom and dad are great people, but—”
Her whole body seemed to shrivel as a coughing jag overtook her. Mark followed with another of his own. The dizziness returned with a vengeance, along with a teetering current of nausea.
What the hell is going on? he wondered thickly, leaning over on one hand.
“I don’t really know if they—” Sharon tried again, then paused to hack into a clenched fist, the other hand set primly on the shelf of her chest. “If they could… if they… oh, shit, I don’t feel right.”
When Mark looked at her, a bolt of white fear shot through him. The hand that was pressed against her chest had begun to swell. It wasn’t quite as puffy as Mickey Mouse’s white-gloved paw, but inflated enough to be noticeable. And a rash, raw and pinkish with little red specks, now ran around her neck and into her shirt like a paint splash.
“Oh, my God,” he said dully, the words slipping out before he could stop them.
“What? What’s the matter?”
Nausea overwhelmed Mark with such fury that he was unable to resist it. He scrambled away on all fours, ducking behind a tree in an attempt to retain at least a fraction of dignity. His stomach heaved and a wretched scent flowed up from his guts and out his nostrils. Then came the evenly measured pre-ejection grunts; the ones that sounded like a pig doing push-ups.
But they weren’t coming from him.
He looked over and saw Sharon on her knees and one hand — the other was clutched at her throat. She bared her teeth in a horrific expression of agony, first very slowly, then with a snap. A string of blood descended gracefully, like a ruby-colored thread of spider silk. When she spit it out and saw what it was, her eyes widened like balloons.
“Shar, we have to get out of here now. I’ll carry you if I have to, but—”
She collapsed.
“Shar…?”
No movement.
“Sharon!!!”
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Marla Hollis’s blog was now being featured on the front page of the newspaper’s Web site. The blog’s own home page was arranged in three vertical columns, with an archive index on the left, ads on the right, and Marla’s live entries filling the widest, middle column. She’d been posting regularly since “the incident.”
Her latest entry featured a photo taken through a rain-spattered, fourth-story window of the nuclear plant. The compound below was a study in chaos. People in hazmat suits were moving in all directions. Multiple pickup trucks were driving through or parked at haphazard angles, all with the Corwin Energies logo on the door and a single orange light swirling on the roof. A little farther on, sparks and fire illuminated the cloud of gray smoke that continued to pour from the imploded vessel.
Below the photo was Marla’s commentary:
Two hours and ten minutes have passed since the explosion, and they’re trying with little success to find a solution. Helicopters have come by dumping sand from bags that look like giant teardrops. The plant manager, Gary Mason, told me they have already dropped more than 3,000 metric tons, but radiation is still leaking out from the wounded core, so they’re going to add clay into the mix. When I asked him what he would do if that didn’t work, he said he would try dumping quantities of the chemical element boron, which, I have learned through my own research, will absorb neutrons. Boron is sometimes added to the coolant in the pressure reactors in order to keep fuel reactivity under control, particularly when fresh fuel rods are used. This facility does have some boron on hand, but not enough. So Mason said they’re contacting a plant twenty miles north of here that has larger quantities because they need it to manufacture semiconductors. However, in my judgment, he did not seem particularly hopeful about this approach.
The storm shows no sign of slowing down. Twenty-six workers are suffering from advanced radiation poisoning. The victims’ names won’t be released until the administrators have contacted their families. Andrew Corwin has been calling me regularly, but I have not actually seen him in a while. He’s told me that he’s already spoken with both the Secretary of Energy and the president’s Chief of Staff, but wouldn’t reveal the substance of those conversations.
I’m not yet exhibiting any signs of illness, maybe because I’m protected by all the steel and concrete surrounding these fire stairs. I hope to God that’s the case.

She ran up three more floors, wondering if the higher view would show her something different. Just before she reached the last step, her iPhone chimed. She pulled it from its holster and found a text from Darren Marcus, her editor — his fifth in the last hour.
Keep ’em coming, Marla. You’ve got about half a million following you now, and that number keeps rising. You’re being picked up by CNN, MSNBC, FOX, and the Associated Press. Congratulations — you’re officially a star.

She didn’t reply. She’d been working under Marcus for five years and had managed to convince the idiot that she genuinely liked him. It was a matter of self-preservation — Marcus had a petty, spiteful side that he unleashed on people who rubbed him the wrong way. A random compliment here, a disregarded glance of her curvature there, and she had him under control.
Her best tactic, though, came into play when his foggy, fame-drunk brain came up with some unfathomably stupid idea. Some of the paper’s other writers fought him from the start, which was the perfect way to get on his hit list. Marla would let those fools soften him up, put a few dents into his self-esteem and let the doubt start tunneling its way in. Then, inevitably, Marcus would come to her in private and ask for what he called her “most honest opinion.”
She would diplomatically point out all the strengths of his idea first. Even if there weren’t any — which was the case with disheartening frequency — she could at least make it sound like there were a few. Then she’d gently suggest changes to the weaker points. By the time he was ready to burden the staff with his moronic plan, it would have been modified in a way that Marla could at least tolerate. But regardless of her mastery of the man, she couldn’t stand the sight or the sound of him and had as little to do with him as was possible, given the confines of her job.
From the seventh-floor window, she spotted something previously obscured by the roof of an adjacent building — a hunk of graphite that had blown off the containment structure. Roughly dome-shaped and about the size of a small car, it lay smoking like a charcoal briquette on one of the access roads. A small cadre of hazmat-suited people stood about fifty yards away; their gestures seemed to indicate that they were discussing it.
Marla launched the phone’s camera app and spread two fingers on the screen to bring the image closer. After she took three shots, a voice behind her said firmly, “Ma’am, you’re not allowed to do that.”
Spinning around, she confronted a man in a white lab coat with the company logo above the breast pocket. His yellow hardhat covered most of his hair, but his brushy, salt-and-pepper mustache hinted at what was underneath. He looked to be in his midforties.
“Yes, I am,” she replied.
The man reached for Marla’s phone so abruptly that her reflexes took over before her mind kicked in. She pulled it away with about a nanosecond to spare.
“Piss off,” she said, pivoting to keep some distance between them. He moved right along with her, as if they were partners in some kind of bizarre dance.
“Ma’am!” he said angrily, his mouth twisting into a snarl, “please give me th—”
“I have a note from Andrew Corwin, pal!”
He took on a look of flinty suspicion, but stopped moving toward her. “You what?”
She produced a folded sheet of paper from one pants pocket. He tried reaching for that as well, but she yanked it back, then opened the note and held it up for him.
“No, no,” she said, “just read.”
To All Employees—
This is Marla Hollis, reporter for our local paper. She has my permission to chronicle today’s tragic events in whatever manner she sees fit and is to be given full access to all areas of our facility. She is not to be restrained in any way and anyone who attempts to do so will be subject to disciplinary action.
If you have any questions, contact me immediately.
Andrew M. Corwin

Salt-and-pepper mustache opened his mouth to lodge some kind of protest — Marla knew the wounded-pride look all too well — so she spoke again before he had the chance.
“You’ll notice this is written on Corwin’s personal stationery,” she said, tapping the letterhead, “and I’m sure you recognize his handwriting. But if you still have any doubts, you’re welcome to call him right now. I’ll wait.”
He looked at her murderously, glanced at the note once more, then stalked off. She didn’t catch every word he mumbled as he went, but the few that she heard were unrepeatable in polite company. Under other circumstances, she might have been amused. Instead, she refolded the note and put it away, then sat down on the steps and wrote another blog entry:
I have now been stopped by a ninth person telling me I’m not allowed to take pictures, and once again the note from Corwin saved the day. The photo I was taking at the time is attached here. The shape in the image appears to be a giant chunk of the damaged reactor.

She sent the post into cyberspace, then ran up to the top floor — the twelfth — and pulled back the reinforced steel door, revealing a narrow corridor, dimly lit by caged bulbs. Pipes ran along the ceiling, but there were no signs of any kind, not even the WARNING or DANGER cards that seemed to be posted everywhere else in the facility. A buzzy, high-pitched hum came from all around.
Taking a quick photo, Marla entered the hallway. She passed several doors labeled in black press-on letters — ELECTRICAL and CUSTODIAL and, in one case, the cryptic AG-144E. Although curiosity danced along every track of her nervous system — a curiosity that, she believed, was programmed into every decent journalist’s DNA — she didn’t bother with any of them, as the probability of finding something worthwhile seemed low. When she reached the door at the other end, she opened it without hesitation.
The shriek that came from her immediately thereafter echoed symphonically throughout the corridor.
* * *
The security guard facing her had to be at least six-five or six-six. His monstrously large arms hung from a massive torso, his short-sleeved shirt straining to contain biceps that bulged like balloons. His mouth was disproportionately tiny, as if it hadn’t grown with the rest of him. Bright green eyes bore malevolently into Marla’s while a muscle in his cheekbone twitched — his only visible movement.
His polyester guard’s uniform, navy blue below and sky blue on top, was flawlessly pressed, the matching navy cap affixed in perfect symmetry. But it was the weapon that held Marla’s gaze — a nine-millimeter short in a nylon holster. The strap was Velcroed in place, but that didn’t provide much comfort since the man’s hand, which was large enough to palm a dinner plate, hung next to it.
The name tag above his shirt pocket read T. ELLERTON, and she found a tiny measure of reassurance in that he wasn’t trying to hide his identity. It could just be a pseudonym, her petrified mind pointed out.
“Excuse me, please,” she said, taking a small step forward, hoping he would give way. “I need to—”
He blocked her path. “Ms. Hollis, would you please come with me?”
Like the tiny mouth that spoke these words, the voice didn’t seem to match its owner. A little high, it was soft and gentle.
“I’m sorry?”
“Would you please follow me?”
Marla’s hand plunged into her pants pocket.
“Here, look at this. Just look.” She unfolded Corwin’s note. The guard didn’t even glance at it. “Nine other people have tried to stop me today,” she went on. “Nine. And I’ve told them all to go blow. Now I’m telling you. You cannot—”
“Ma’am, please.”
“Who are you, anyway? Part of some secret police they’ve got around here?”
“My name is Ted Ellerton.”
Taking two steps back, Marla put the note away and pulled out her phone. “Okay, Ted Ellerton, mind if I take a picture of you and write an entry in my blog about how you’re refusing to let me do my job? Maybe we can call Corwin and mention it to him, too.”
Ellerton’s superhero-sized hand came up to block the camera.
“Don’t, please,” he said.
“Oh? And why not?”
“Just don’t.”
As she lowered the phone, he took it from her with a gentleness that was surprising from someone so large. It reminded Marla of the way she used to remove books from her grandmother’s hands after the woman had fallen asleep in her easy chair.
“I want that back now!”
“Ms. Hollis…”
“There are millions of people waiting for my next blog entry. If I don’t post one, they’ll know something’s up. I’ve already prepped them for that possibility.”
“You were looking into the NRC audit from 2012,” Ellerton said, raising his voice a bit. “Is that correct?”
Marla’s mouth snapped shut, then dropped open again.
“What did you say?”
“The NRC audit from 2012. You thought there was something suspicious and you were going to write about it in one of your columns but had to let it go because you couldn’t dig up enough verifiable information.”
“How do you know that?”
Ellerton looked at her phone, comically toylike between his giant fingers, then back at her face.
“Just please follow me…”
He turned and walked away, through the open doorway and down a flight of steel-grated steps.
When he was almost out of view, she started after him.
* * *
Ellerton led Marla through a section of the plant she’d never seen before and did not recognize from any of the floor plans she’d studied. It was yet another warehouse-sized space used mostly for storage, judging by the varied containers, the passive lighting, and the lack of live machinery. When they reached the bottom of the stairs — Marla realized they were back at ground level — Ellerton took her to a recessed, unmarked door. He had to use two keys from a ring of dozens, plus a magnetic card, in order to open it.
Beyond were another set of steps that terminated in an unpainted concrete passageway with numerous breaker boxes mounted on the left side. The laser-printer smell that had been lingering through the air since the explosion was completely absent here; Marla only detected the scents of dust and dryness and the suspension of time. The distant buzzing that was previously omnipresent had also vanished, creating a powerful feeling of isolation and detachment. It was as if the carnage outside was now galaxies away. This feeling was further compounded when she noticed that the tiny security cameras, perched high along the wall in regular intervals, had all been turned off. Her heart began pounding as a squirming unease coiled inside.
The hallway ended in a large open area lit by low-wattage fluorescents that cast a subtle, nightclub glow over what looked like another storage space. Marla moved reluctantly into the dimly lit room. Unless the guy was the worst shot in the world, he could bring her down easily enough if she tried to run. She looked around, trying to spot something she could use as a bludgeon — a length of pipe, a large wrench or hammer — but there was nothing.
Ellerton stopped outside a chain-link cage and pulled out a jingling key ring. The tin sign next to the door said CLEANING SUPPLIES and the plastic shelves inside held bottles of bleach, neatly folded towels, boxes of detergent, and spray bottles containing liquids of various colors. A rolling mop bucket, the mop leaning against the wall next to it, sat in one corner.
Opening the chain-link door, Ellerton stepped in and gestured for Marla to join him.
He’s going to kill me with his bare hands and leave my body down here, she thought, freezing in her tracks. Somehow she was able to keep her voice even when she said, “I want to know what this is about.”
“For God’s sake, Ms. Hollis, please come in here so I can show you what this is about.”
With her heart pounding, Marla stepped into the tiny space, feeling crowded by Ellerton, especially when he reached past her to close the door. She sucked in a quick breath, but he did not touch her. Then he turned his attention to a support pole for one of the sets of shelving.
Wrapping his giant hands around the pole, he twisted, producing a distinct mechanical click. Grasping the shelving, he swung them as one unit to the left; Marla realized immediately that the shelves were actually a kind of gateway. Moving with a slow and graceful ease, like the door of a bank vault, it revealed only darkness.
Ellerton reached in and flicked several switches.
The lights came on.
Marla gasped.
* * *
She moved forward slowly, her body numbed by disbelief.
Before her was what she recognized as a small decontamination chamber — the doors, made of some heavy transparent material, were pressure-sealed and riveted into titanium frames. What was stored in the cavernous chamber beyond startled her into wordlessness: rows of weather-stained concrete canisters, each at least fifteen feet high. A few had split at the seams; the material oozing out looked like soft ice cream that had turned to iron.
She looked at Ellerton, “Is that what I think it is?”
He nodded. “Dry casks for spent-fuel storage.”
“The missing ones? All twenty?”
“Twenty-nine.”
“Twenty-nine? That’s impossible!”
“Not if you know how to hide them.”
Marla shook her head. “Even if you did, the Nuclear Regulatory Agency would still have a list.”
“Accountants aren’t the only people who cook books, Ms. Hollis. Finance isn’t the only area where numbers are massaged and manipulated.”
She labored to get her mind around the idea. “How many fuel assemblies are in each cask?”
“On average, around twenty.”
Marla’s brain raced through her research. “There are about two hundred rods in each assembly, and maybe twenty-five uranium pellets in each rod.”
“Right.”
“That’s certain death in there. If I walked in unprotected…”
“You wouldn’t make it to tomorrow,” Ellerton finished her thought.
“How did the Corwins keep this hidden?”
“Not ‘the Corwins.’ It was Leo, the father. Andrew didn’t have anything to do with it,” Ellerton said. “Leo made it happen a little at a time, starting in the early nineties, I think. I wasn’t here back then, and neither was Andrew.
“The NRC suspected something was going on, but they couldn’t prove it, not even during the 2012 audit. But the audit scared the old man into playing it straight — sort of. After that, he accounted for everything, paid for all spent fuel to be transported away and stored properly. It was expensive, though, and he screamed about it.” Ellerton gestured toward the casks with his chin. “He saved a fortune by hiding all this here. Millions.”
“In spite of the fact that it was illegal beyond description,” Marla pointed out, “not to mention unbelievably dangerous to his employees and the surrounding community.”
“Yes, in spite of all that.”
“What about the workers who did this? I’m assuming he didn’t carry these down here by himself.”
“Simple,” Ellerton said with a shrug, and Marla’s fear of him began to recede slightly. “He lied and told them the spent fuel was only going to be put here temporarily. They’d signed confidentiality agreements when they were hired, on the basis of public safety and security, so they couldn’t talk about it. Plus, once they did the work, they could be held liable if there was any investigation because they’d helped out willingly. I suspect Corwin paid them off, too. He had them trapped — bribery, conspiracy, criminal liability…”
“God Almighty,” Marla said.
Disgusted, fascinated, and even a little excited, she took a step forward. One good photo would shut this place down and put the Corwins behind bars for a long time. One blog entry would turn the media world on its ear and send the Feds charging in.
“Andrew has to know about this,” she said.
“He didn’t at first,” Ellerton said. “But shortly after he took over, his father told him.”
“He didn’t report it, so he’s just as guilty.”
Ellerton took Marla’s iPhone from his pocket and handed it to her.
“Do what you came here to do,” he said.
“What, just like that?”
“Just like that.”
She was good at reading people, had a natural gift for it that had became sharper and more refined with experience. But this guy was a clean slate.
“And then, what, you shoot me while my back is turned?”
Ellerton undid the Velcro flap on the holster and removed the weapon with the same leisurely tempo he did everything else. For just a moment, Marla was sure he was going to aim it at her and fire. She would hear only the roar of the barrel before free-falling into darkness.
Instead, he turned the gun on its side, thumbed a button on the grip, and caught the magazine as it fell free.
“It’s not even loaded now, okay? I couldn’t shoot if I wanted to.”
He walked to one of the other shelves and set the magazine down, then walked to a shelf on the opposite side and put the weapon there.
“Now they’re not even near one another. You’ve got your phone back, and I’m unarmed. How’s that?”
She tried to calculate again; it was the mental life-preserver she always reached for whenever a situation didn’t add up. This guy works here. He’s paid by the Corwins. I see a wedding ring, so he at least has a wife. Probably children, too. And there’s no doubt he’s signed all sorts of nondisclosure forms. So he’s putting not just his job but his financial future and maybe even his personal freedom on the line by showing all this to me. He’s essentially cutting his employer’s throat — and most likely his own, as well.
“Let me ask you something,” she said.
“Sure.”
“Why are you letting me see all this? Why me, and why now? How come you aren’t—”
Then it struck her, like a rocket out of a clear summer sky.
“Oh, my God,” she said, “you’re my source.”
Ellerton stood ramrod straight, his face as blank as a freshly washed chalkboard. Then he nodded.
“But… why?” she asked.
“Is that important?”
“In an age when right is wrong and wrong is right, when there are countless examples of people being punished for doing good and rewarded for doing bad, yes, I think it’s important to understand why certain people do what they do.”
Ellerton reflected on this for a moment, then said, “My Uncle Butch used to work here. He was a systems engineer until 2002, when he died of throat cancer.”
“And you think he got it because of his job?”
“He was certain he did, but we could never prove it. There was no family history, but none of his coworkers got it. Butch thought there was some leaking radioactivity that Corwin never told anyone about. But even if my uncle tried to sue, Corwin was a pro at suits like that. Dozens have been thrown at him over the years, and he successfully deflected all of them. If he couldn’t beat you on the facts, he’d simply outspend you or wear you down until you didn’t have any fight left.”
“Bastard.”
“Yes, he was. My uncle gave the best years of his professional life to this company and in the end, Corwin tossed him like trash. Threatened to sue him if he didn’t sign a waiver protecting Corwin Energies from legal action. My uncle had no choice — he needed every penny for treatment.”
“I guess the two of you were close.”
Ellerton nodded. “My parents divorced when I was two and my mother couldn’t hold a job to save her life. So I spent all my time at Uncle Butch and Aunt Margaret’s house. When I was in high school, my mom followed a boyfriend out to San Diego, and I heard from her about twice a year after that. My uncle paid for me to get my associate’s degree and helped me land this job. That was about a year before he got sick.
“After he died, all I could think about were the things he said he wanted to do when he retired. He wanted to visit Paris and London, and he wanted to go back to Hawaii, where he and my aunt had their honeymoon. He used to talk about that all the time.”
“So you’re seeking vengeance,” she said.
“No, not vengeance. My uncle wouldn’t want that. Even when he was sick, he didn’t want to get even with Corwin. He wasn’t an angry person.”
“Then why are you doing this?”
Ellerton looked straight at her, and the conviction in his eyes left no room for doubt.
“Because people need to know about things like this. Not everyone in the nuke industry is as corrupt as Leo Corwin, but a few are. Things get hidden all the time, get exaggerated, minimized, forgotten about, altered, spun. In some businesses, there’s room for that. If someone lies to the government about how much bread they bake or how many dresses they knit, no one’s any the worse. Society won’t collapse if a guy paints a house the wrong color or the mailman delivers the Sears catalog to the wrong box. But with nuclear power, there’s just no room for the kind of fraudulence that often comes from privatization and profiteering. Look at what’s happening out there right now. People are going to die, and that won’t be the end of it. I wouldn’t be surprised if we found out later on that today’s accident could be traced back to something Leo Corwin did, some cost-cutting thing or whatever.”
“So you want the world to know.”
Ellerton nodded, his eyes red-rimmed with anger.
Marla went to the entrance to the cask repository, raised her phone, and began clicking away. Then she launched the keyboard. Just as she was about to begin typing, she looked back to Ellerton.
“We’ll be past the point of no return once I send this.”
“Send it,” he said.
She smiled, then wrote out what she considered the best blog entry of the day and uploaded it. There was a flutter in her stomach as she considered the impact it would have. It reminded her of being in New Orleans to report on Hurricane Katrina, standing on the beach just a few hours before the clouds began gathering. She’d felt the same kind of anticipation then, the same sense of impending doom.
“Done,” she said.
“Good.”
“Is there more?”
Ellerton laughed.
“Ms. Hollis, we’re just getting started.”
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Reaching the location given by the Silver Lake PD, Emilio recognized the car at once, in spite of the fact that the grand old oak tree had squished it like Play-Doh instead of metal and polycarbonate. Despite the damage, the faded CLINTON ’96 sticker on the front bumper was clearly visible. Emilio had seen it around town hundreds of times and always made a point of waving to the driver.
“Oh, shit,” he said softly, his voice wobbling, “that’s Mr. Kerrick.”
The EMT in the passenger seat — a young kid named Brody that Emilio had worked with a few times before — looked through the rain-blurred windshield and echoed the same sentiment, although for a different reason. The sight of a car smashed under at least six tons of hardwood never failed to astonish.
Kerrick had been his instructor for American History I and II, freshman and sophomore year. Neither of Emilio’s parents were native to the United States, so he was determined to learn as much as he could as a first-generation resident. One of his past teachers, a hammered old hag named Ms. Williams, was a descendant of one of the passengers on the Mayflower and thought anyone of lesser pedigree didn’t deserve to breathe American air. She found Emilio particularly irritating for some reason he never understood and enjoyed humiliating him. Kerrick, however, viewed the young man in precisely the opposite light. To him, Emilio’s immigrant parents were symbolic of exactly the kind of society the forefathers envisioned, and his liking for the boy spurred Emilio’s abiding affection for America’s colorful story.
Emilio brought the ambulance to an abrupt halt and jumped out with Brody close behind, leaving the engine running. His hazmat suit made crumply sounds as he jogged over in awkward, almost leaping strides.
There were four cops on the scene, also in hazmat gear. Sawhorses and flares had been set out. One of the officers even held a lighted baton, ready in case someone motored by. Snapped power lines hung from bent telephone poles like loose strands of hair, one of them spitting sparks from the severed end. The rain continued, coating the street with leaves, small branches, and radioactive toxins.
Kerrick’s car, a 1998 Honda Civic, had once been candy apple red, but over the years the sun had faded it badly. The hood had been particularly cooked and was pitted with bubbles, some of which had split open to reveal rusty scabs beneath.
Emilio didn’t need to be a forensic analyst to figure out what had happened. Kerrick had lost control and skidded — or hydroplaned, more likely — off the road. The tree, suffering in the heavy storm and perhaps weakened by interior rot due to its advanced age, had toppled over at the impact, taking a few power lines with it. The leafy canopy had fallen onto the pavement, but the trunk, which had to be at least a foot and a half in diameter at the base, had landed on the car lengthwise. No match for the combined force of weight and gravity, the Honda’s body had bowed inward, and all six windows had exploded.
Emilio hustled up to the officer in charge.
“Hey, Lisa,” he said loudly through the mask, tapping her on the shoulder. He had known Lisa Schultz for years and had tremendous respect for her abilities as a law-enforcement official. Her tough-as-nails demeanor precluded her from exhibiting much in the way of warmth, so their friendship had remained completely professional.
“Oh, good,” she said, taking him by the arm, “follow me.”
Schultz took him and Brody around to the driver’s side and opened the rear door while explaining that the front one was bent inward and would not budge. Grabbing the inside of the window frame, Schultz dragged it away in a series of jerks, glass crunching and metal screeching with each pull. Emilio stood by in a state of mild shock. He had not been able to see Kerrick’s body before — it was a truncated mass almost unrecognizable as a human form, the face compressed almost to the point of unrecognizability. There was blood everywhere, soaking his polo shirt so thoroughly that it was impossible to discern its original color.
“We need to get the body out of here,” Schultz said. Her tone wasn’t merely businesslike but also conveyed a touch of annoyance. “We can’t just leave it, even though we’ve got much greater priorities to deal with right n—”
They both jumped when Kerrick groaned and flexed his left hand, which was draped loosely over the bottom of the deformed steering wheel.
“Oh, shit!” Schultz screamed behind her mask, arms flailing wildly. She grabbed Emilio, trying to keep her balance, but went down anyway, landing on her backside like a novice ice-skater.
“Jesus,” Emilio said sharply, all but leaping forward. “Didn’t you guys check his vitals?”
“Of course we did!” Schultz scrambled to her feet. “Do you think we would’ve left him like this if we hadn’t?”
Emilio ripped off the hazmat glove on his right hand, revealing the rubber examination glove beneath. He pressed two fingers against Kerrick’s carotid.
“Yeah, pulse is still there. Okay…” He sprinted to the ambulance, threw the door open and announced sharply, “The driver’s still alive.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Brody, get an O-mask on him right now.”
“You got it.”
Schultz had gathered the rest of her team by the time Brody returned; all four officers were looking distinctly uneasy. No doubt worried about their asses if the patient doesn’t make it, Emilio thought with no small measure of disgust.
“We have to get this tree off,” he said, patting the trunk. Its solid and unmoving presence was intimidating, so much so that he instantly regretted the bold confidence of his statement.
“How do you suggest we do that?” Schultz said. “It has to weigh several thousand pounds.”
“Okay, then we cut him out. You’ve got the reciprocating saw, don’t you?”
“Yes — it’s in the trunk of the squad car,” Schultz told him.
“Please get it.”
“’Kay.”
She hurried toward one of the blue-and-whites parked in a nearby driveway, engine idling and lights swirling. Meanwhile, Brody arrived with the oxygen mask. Emilio took it from him, wiggled into the backseat, and reached forward to gingerly fit it over Kerrick’s face.
As he got back out, Schultz appeared with the saw in hand.
“The front door,” Emilio said. “That’s the only way.”
“I know. Stand back, please.”
The saw roared to life, and Schultz applied it to the area where the interior hinges would be if the vehicle were intact. She struggled to make accurate, strategic cuts through the mess of crumpled metal.
Unable to stand by and do nothing, Emilio returned to the backseat and monitored Kerrick’s pulse, which was faint but steady. He had seen others survive accidents like this, and much worse. The question always arose in his mind—How on earth is it possible? A guy who eats right and exercises every day drops dead while spooning a wedge from his breakfast grapefruit while a guy in his Honda gets crushed by an oak tree and lives to tell about it.
“Got it!” Schultz yelled, jumping back as the crumpled panel fell to the ground with a clatter. One of her subordinates pulled it out of the way, then Brody moved in with the gurney.
Emilio worked the manual controls on Kerrick’s seat — grateful to find that they were still functional — and managed to lower him about two inches. The injured man groaned as the pressure of the caved-in roof was relieved. They slid him out a little at a time, carefully, guiding him and supporting his neck, lower back, and legs. When it was time to lift him, Emilio had to lean against the door frame for leverage.
Once Kerrick was on the gurney and rolling toward the ambulance, barely shielded from the storm by a flapping tarp held by two police officers, Emilio set his fingers to his former teacher’s neck again. Not only was his pulse stronger, but his chest was rising and falling in rhythm.
“As soon as we get him in the back,” Emilio said to his partner, “start wiping him down. And do it gently.”
“Okay.”
They opened the doors, inserted the patient with excruciating delicacy, then Brody jumped in beside him. Emilio shut the doors, slapped them once to confirm that they were sealed tight, and hustled back to the cab. Schultz waved and yelled a barely audible, “Hey, good work!” Emilio responded with a thumbs up and hopped into the driver’s seat.
No one noticed the rip at the back of his hazmat suit.
* * *
Sarah sat in front of her computer, repeatedly cycling three different browser windows so she could follow three different weather reports. She hoped one of them would offer a ray of hope, but no such luck — the cold front would continue rolling down from Canada for an indeterminate amount of time, with sustained gusts in the Silver Lake area. Aside from the toxic particles that were being liberally distributed throughout the region, she also had to contend with a mounting damage report that was depressing enough without taking the radiation into account. Three older homes had collapsed, one had exploded due to a pierced gas line, and the roof of the Sunoco station had been torn away like tinfoil. Eight phone poles had fallen, two traffic lights had detached from their suspension wires and crashed to the pavement, and one of the railroad gates was lying across the tracks on Nixon Boulevard, its bell clanging away crazily. As if the weather gods wanted to further add a theatrical touch, lightning bolts continued to snap down all over the place.
One of Silver Lake’s two school buses — the newer one, naturally — was now lying on its side in a parking lot. Four automobiles had been abandoned in flooded roadways, their occupants nowhere in sight. Albert Kerrick’s outdated ride was not the only victim of a falling tree; four others now shared that distinction.
What weighed most on Sarah’s conscience was, of course, the human cost. Helicopter search and rescue had spotted the bodies of two elderly residents of the colloquially dubbed “Atlantis” region, floating down the river. Four people had suffered fatal cardiac arrests, and one man had been electrocuted in his basement trying to get to the fuse box just as the rising water reached the live outlets.
There were 137 cases of radiation illness. Walt Kramer, a veteran officer and longtime friend, had dropped off a spare dosimeter so Sarah could monitor the levels in the building. At her last check, fifteen minutes ago, it had read nearly twice what it had been two hours earlier. The demon was finding a way inside regardless of their makeshift efforts to keep it at bay, and that meant they’d have to abandon ship sooner rather than later.
Sarah realized it would be dark in a few hours. That’s just wonderful. This was the very thought marching cheerfully through her mind when the call came; a call that she absolutely had to take but would’ve given a gallon of blood to ignore.
She jumped when the phone rang. The sound seemed louder than usual. In fact, it seemed as if her whole world was jingling and vibrating. She was expecting the call, but somehow that made it worse.
She lifted the receiver.
“Sarah Redmond.”
“This is General Conover.”
She expected the voice to fulfill the stereotype — rough and leathery, as if the man had been smoking cheroots and drinking whiskey since he was six and gargled with battery acid every day. Instead, Conover’s tone was strong and clear. Even through the phone’s tiny speaker, it had a powerful sobriety to it.
“Hello, General. I—”
“This is just a courtesy call, Ms. Redmond, to let you know that I am going to be talking to Harlan Phillips in a moment.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I have to get this evac moving, and I don’t have time for an acting mayor. I need the real one.”
In spite of her immediate dislike of the man, spurred by his dismissal of her as if she hadn’t been dealing with the situation since before the explosion, Sarah understood why he had risen to a position of responsibility. Everything that made him the proverbial force to be reckoned with was present — the sharp tone, the efficient use of language, and the effortless way he made you feel like the smartest thing you could do was obey his every command.
“It’s my job,” he went on, “to assure there are no major clusterfucks.”
“Just hang on a second.”
“What?”
“First off, Harlan Phillips is recovering from heart surgery and is in no condition to manage this situation.”
“The information I have is that he’s doing well.”
“He’s not doing well, he’s telling people he’s doing well. No one that age can bounce out of bed after bypass surgery. So you should not be going to him for anything. And second, I am fully capable of handling this post.”
“I’m sure you’re very capable,” he replied. If sarcasm was a precious commodity, he could’ve made a fortune off the yield from this comment.
“I have managed the crisis thus far, sir, and I will continue managing it until it has passed.”
“I have no doubt about that, but I don’t have time to argue with you.”
The boiling anger surging through her brain sparked a sudden realization—A big part of being a leader is knowing that you’re right and acting with conviction.
The general went on. “So, as I said, I’m going to call Harlan—”
“No,” Sarah said flatly.
“Pardon?”
“You’re not going to call Harlan Phillips, General. In fact,” she said calmly, “I’m texting him right now to tell him he is not to speak with you.”
“Are you crazy?”
“As you said before, time is precious, so I recommend you refocus on the situation as it stands rather than how you wished it stood.”
There was nothing but silence from the other end, and for an uneasy moment she thought Conover had hung up. Her imagination spun: the general would tell the governor that she was on a power trip and needed to be dethroned, which Kent would do in a heartbeat just to get the PR double shot of stepping in to save the day while cleaning more “political cancer” out of the state body. Her career would be finished, and she and Emilio would have to move to the other side of the country.
But Conover hadn’t gone anywhere, and now he said, “I hope you know what you’re doing.” He practically growled this.
“I hope so, too, General,” she said. “But one thing I’m absolutely certain of is that I know this town better than you ever will. Looking at the preliminary evac plans your office sent, you need to listen to me very carefully before you’re the one who causes a major clusterfuck. Do you understand?”
There was another pause, and then, “Yes, ma’am.”
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“What about that kid who works at the gas station?” Pete said from where he sat on the bed. He was making a list on a sheet from the pad on the refrigerator, “The one who moved here last year? I think his name is Chris? Chris Morris or something?”
Kate, seated on the opposite side, looked over her own list. Cary was folded up cross-legged at the foot of the bed with a small spiral-bound notebook in his lap, keeping busy.
“I don’t think I know him,” Kate said.
“He’s got kind of scraggly brown hair that comes down to his shoulders,” Pete said, tapping his own shoulders for emphasis. “Lots of acne. And he always wears a knit cap, even in the summer.”
Kate shook her head. “I just don’t know.”
“Yeah, me either.”
“Mark has lots of friends, being as social as he is. We know some, but not all. He doesn’t always bring them home for us to meet.”
“Yeah…” Pete said. “I guess it’s because we’re such awful people.” He looked at the cordless phone he was holding, then hit the redial button. He waited for a moment with it against his ear, then killed the call and tossed it down.
“Busy, of course. Thank God we pay the taxes we do so the lines of communication in this town can be clogged during an emergency.”
He let out a long sigh and got to his feet. The three of them were sequestered in the first-floor bedroom because it was centermost in the house, per Sarah Redmond’s instructions. Pete had sealed all the cracks and crannies he could find and was now awaiting word on the evacuation plan. He didn’t really believe there was any great risk in venturing through the rest of the house, and neither did Kate. Both had gone to the bathroom a few times, and Kate took a quick shower. They even allowed Cary to run up to his room to get a few things.
“I’m going to try the Clarkes again,” Pete said as he opened the door, checking his watch. Six hours since the explosion now — I wonder how that translates into quantities of escaped radioactivity… “Please keep trying the people on your lists, too, wouldja?”
“Sure,” Cary said, which earned a sincere “thanks, kiddo” from his dad and a smile from his mom.
* * *
Pete closed the door behind him and went to the room at the back of the house; the den with the little desk and the computer and the fireplace and the hideous plaid love seat. He checked the list and tried Randy Clarke’s cellphone again. Randy didn’t hang around with Mark as often as some of the others, but often enough to rate a call. He was a quiet kid, and nice enough. Pete specifically remembered him saying thank-you when a group of the boys were over one night and Pete ordered Chinese food for everyone.
Pete didn’t remember how Randy’s cell number had gotten into his contacts list, but he was glad he had it. It rang a few times — he felt grateful that the call went though at all, then disgusted at being grateful — before going to voice mail. Yeah, I’m not around right now, so leave a message and I’ll get back to you. Randy sounded dull, weary. Stoned, perhaps. But it was still a better message than some that Pete heard when Mark had his own phone on speaker.
“Hey, Randy, this is Mark’s dad again. I’m sorry to keep calling but we still haven’t located Mark. Please give a call back as soon as you can.”
He hit the END button and stared at his phone, which was slick with perspiration; no surprise, since he’d been holding it for over an hour. He scanned the list, checking the notes he’d made next to each name to see if there was anyone worth trying again. He and Kate were embarrassed by how many phone numbers they’d had to get from other people — Mark’s peers and their parents. It made them feel irresponsible and indifferent, made them think about all the times Mark went out the door, sullen and uncommunicative, without them asking where he was going. It wasn’t that they didn’t care, but neither of them wanted to deal with the scorching he’d give them over their “interrogating” him.
There were fourteen people on Pete’s list, and he had tried all of them at least twice already. Three kept going straight to voice mail. One rang and rang with no pickup of any kind, not even voice mail. Another turned out to be a wrong number; that one he only called once. The rest received multiple text messages. Although Pete managed to connect with a live human being five times, no one had any idea where Mark was. Given the uniformity of their answers, Pete couldn’t help but wonder if there was a cover-up going on. He hoped that no one would do such a thing under the circumstances, but he had no delusions about the binding power of friendship among rebellious youths when facing the Evil Parental Establishment.
His mind wandered from the list and went around the room. He was seeing beyond the boutique desk and the God-awful love seat and the brick-and-bluestone fireplace, browsing through the rich catalog of memories. It was here, in front of that fireplace with three large hunks of red oak blazing away, that he and a six-year-old Mark hooked up Mark’s first Xbox to the flat-screen television that used to be where the desk now stood. It was here that they would sit with a big bowl of popcorn and watch all the shows that Pete had always loved and Mark accepted without question, like M*A*S*H and The Odd Couple and Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Mark had taken a particular shine to the latter, and for years the two of them would reenact the skits whenever the urge took them. And it was here that Pete worked with Mark night after night in years past to break down the mental barriers that were preventing him from grasping some of the more perilous concepts of algebra, geometry, and trigonometry. The deterioration of their relationship had begun by then, but it wasn’t yet in an advanced state. In spite of the occasional shouting matches that broke out, Mark was still capable of issuing an apology followed by a Thanks for helping me out, Dad before either of them went to bed.
The tears came hard and fast now, and Pete brought a shaking hand up to his mouth. My Mark… my Mark… Jesus Christ, where is he???
“Please, God,” he whispered. “Please let him be all right. I’ll do anything you want. Anything. Mark, I promise I won’t be mad. Please… please call us and let us know where you are. I’m so sorry I yelled at you this morning. I’m so sorry…”
The phone tumbled away and bounced on the carpet as he covered his face and sobbed. He tried to keep as quiet as possible, but the sorrow seemed to have become a living thing all its own, too powerful to contain.
At the touch of a hand on his shoulder, he almost yelled. He turned and found Kate there, the lightest of smiles on a face that was otherwise placid and untroubled. She reached up and delicately brushed a stray hair from his forehead. He barely noticed, just pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her as he hitched and sniffled.
“Jesus, Kate, it’s my fault he left in the first place.” Tears kept rolling out, leaving shiny tracks on his cheeks. “If I’d just kept my mouth shut, he’d still be here.”
“Don’t start blaming yourself,” she said softly. “He’s a teenager and he’s hard-headed. If he hadn’t gotten into it with you, he probably would’ve had an argument with me instead. It’s just the way he is right now.”
“I still should’ve tried harder. I’ve been trying to be better with him. Trying to hold my temper and be more flexible.”
“I know you have. And he knows it, too, believe me.”
She pulled back and held out a tissue, seeming to produce it out of thin air. It was a reminder of one of the qualities he admired most about her—she always seems to know what you need before you do.
He thanked her and wiped his face. Then he pulled her close again, kissing the top of her head. “I can’t imagine what on earth I’d do without you.”
“Let’s not find out,” she said.
He smiled. “Good idea.”
They were still embracing when Cary came running into the room, waving Kate’s cellphone in the air and screaming.
“Brett McDonald says he knows where Mark is!”
Pete never moved so fast in his life. He took the phone in hand and switched it to speaker.
“Hello? Hello?”
“Mr. Soames?”
“Yes, hi, Brett.” Pete liked Brett McDonald. He wasn’t exactly among the academic elite of Silver Lake High, but for as long as he and Mark had been friends, he always held down a job of one sort or another. Didn’t like to sit idle and waste his time, and knew the importance of earning your own way and having a few bucks in your pocket.
“You know where Mark is?” Pete asked.
“I think so,” the boy said nervously.
“Where?” Pete demanded.
“He’s went to Sharon Blake’s apartment.”
“Her apartment? Not her house?”
“No, she moved out a few months ago.”
Pete and Kate exchanged puzzled glances. They knew Sharon had serious issues with her parents. More than once, they’d discovered Mark and his other friends in the basement playroom, trying to comfort Sharon while she bawled like a toddler. One time she walked into their home sporting a black eye, and when Pete found out her stepfather du jour had given it to her, Kate had to restrain him from going over to the Blakes’ and giving the sonofabitch a little taste of his own. Kate had talked with Sharon a few times alone, offering support, advice, and whatever else she might need to get through another day.
“Is she still living in town?”
“Yeah, she’s on Emerson, number thirty-six, second floor.”
“How do you know Mark went there?”
“He called me when he was on the way. He said you guys had… uh… that you…”
“We had another fight, yeah,” Pete said. It wouldn’t be a normal day if we didn’t, right? Kate rubbed his back, probably in response to the guilt he could feel on his face.
Brett laughed uneasily but diplomatically said nothing.
“You’re sure he went there? Absolutely sure?”
“When he called me, he said, ‘I’m going to see Sharon for a little bit’ and told me I could come over if I wanted. But I had to work, and then this whole thing with the nuke plant happened and—”
Pete handed the phone back to Kate and headed for the basement.
* * *
The utility room was partitioned from the rest of the basement by a thin run of cheap paneling from the seventies. Half the space was used as a pantry for dry goods, cookbooks, paper plates and plasticware, a colorful variety of party items, and the kind of pots and pans that were called to duty only once or twice a year. The other half housed the furnace and the water heater, plus a small knotty pine dresser that had once been in Pete and Kate’s bedroom but now stored Pete’s work-around-the-house clothes.
He dropped into the folding chair next to the dresser and flipped off his loafers. Kate entered as he was pulling open the bottom drawer, where a pair of heavy work boots lay on their sides next to a plastic tub of rolled-up socks.
“Hon,” she said, “you’re not seriously thinking of going out there, are you?”
“No, not thinking about it — I’m doing it.” He unrolled a black pair of woolies and pulled them onto his feet.
“Pete, that’s crazy.”
He didn’t respond.
“The rain is—”
“I know, sweetheart, I know.” He stepped into the boots, cinched them tight, and stood up.
“We’ll call the police,” she said. “They’re already out, with their protective suits and oxygen masks.”
“We tried calling them,” Pete said bitterly. “They’re too busy.”
The first 911 call, about an hour and a half ago, resulted in a busy signal. The second had not connected at all. At that point, Pete had called the station directly. The phone rang eleven times before someone answered. The person on the other end told Pete that Mark’s description would be passed to the officers on patrol. The Soameses had no idea if that had been done; they hadn’t heard anything since.
“Then I’ll call Sarah,” Kate said.
She was on very friendly terms with Sarah Redmond. They had worked together on PTA fund-raisers, food drives, holiday decorations on the big fir tree that stood in front of the library, and numerous other functions. Several times Sarah had asked Kate to consider running for town council, with her election all but guaranteed because of Sarah’s endorsement. Pete had encouraged Kate, too, but his wife loathed politics and refused.
“No,” Pete said, shaking his head. Her suggestion smacked of the kind of favoritism he saw in every other quarter of society and couldn’t stand. “Please, Kate, don’t do that. She’s got enough on her plate right now. I can handle this.”
“I’m just talking about one phone call. Surely she can get one officer to—”
Pete took her by the shoulders. “I’m the reason this happened, and I’m going to be the reason it gets resolved.”
“You’re going to get sick out there. How is that going to help us?”
“I’m not going to get sick,” he said. “I have a plan.”
“Which is…?”
“I’m taking the slicker we keep in the garage. That’ll keep the rain off me.”
“And the air? How are you going to keep the air away?”
“The paint mask,” he said, cutting through the kitchen and reaching for the garage door. “The one I used when I sprayed the garage walls last year. Remember?”
The bare cinder blocks in the garage couldn’t be painted correctly with a brush because of the deep pitting, so he had to resort to a spray gun connected to an air compressor. Even with the bay doors and all the windows open, there was so much drift that he had to invest in a self-contained oxygen mask. He had commented at the time that it made him look like a World War I soldier fending off an attack of mustard gas.
He found the slicker in the cabinet by the slop sink and slipped it noisily over himself. The mask was on a high shelf in a box marked “painting stuff.”
“It’s not like I’m going to be swimming in the flood on Ventnor Avenue. I’ll be in the car until I get to Sharon’s apartment, then I’ll stand on the porch and keeping ringing the bell until he comes out.”
Cary had come up behind Kate and was studying his father with growing horror. The unspoken sentiment that flashed across his face appeared to perfectly mimic that of his mother—Oh, my God, you’re not actually going out there, are you?
“Pete, I really don’t think—”
“Here,” he said, reaching into his back pocket and pulling out his Bluetooth headset. He worked it into his ear and turned it on. “I’ll call you as soon as I get out there, and we’ll stay in touch the whole time.”
He detached the charging cable from their silver Toyota Prius, hopped in, and started the engine.
“I’m going to open the garage, so please go back inside.”
Kate hesitated before saying, “Okay.” Then she closed the door with Cary shadowing her. The feeling that she would never see her husband again was overpowering. She heard the garage door rattle up, then down again.
Pete called a moment later, as promised.
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Marla had to return to the high window in the staircase to take fresh pictures of the damaged reactor and give an updated blog:
Most of the staff has been evacuated for decontamination; very few people outside now. The helicopters keep coming with the sand, and the burning chunks of material from the blown-out reactor vessel have been extinguished. The fire truck that presumably was used to do this is still sitting out there, but the firemen are nowhere to be seen. I’m going to guess they were ordered to evacuate along with the others. There’s a massive amount of smoke pluming from the damaged vessel, no doubt loaded with radioactive particles. I have tried to get Gary Mason on the phone to ask if the boron is now involved, but he has not been answering.

She sent this and the new photos to her editor — the cell signal was considerably stronger up here — then hurried back down to where Ellerton was waiting.
* * *
The door that Ellerton stood by was a massive, disc-shaped structure, with eight cylindrical locking bolts around the perimeter and a center-mounted handle that resembled a ship’s wheel. It looked like something in a bank vault.
There was an audible puff of air as the seal fractured, and Marla said, “Won’t we need masks? And for that matter, are we in any danger from what’s happening outside right now?”
Ellerton glanced at the climatic monitor above the electronic keypad where he’d entered the unlocking code. “No, we’re fine. Buildings at nuke plants are constructed to shield radiation. There are things like multiple layers of concrete and steel, thick panes of glass, and emergency shutdown switches for ventilation systems. If it wasn’t safe in this area, I wouldn’t have brought you here. Anyway, let’s get back to the reason why I did…”
He stepped in and switched on the lights, revealing a room filled with steel drums, neatly arranged on pallets in groups of sixteen. There was enough space between each cluster to allow passage of a hand truck or a small forklift. Every barrel was bright yellow and had the standard three-bladed radioactivity symbol on the side.
“Is this what I think it is?”
“What do you think it is?”
“Enriched uranium?”
“That’s correct.”
“And you’re sure it’s safe to be in here?”
“I wouldn’t stay overnight,” Ellerton said, “but we’re not going to be long.”
He led her to the far corner of the room. The lighting was poor, and Marla noticed that the bulb in the overhead fixture wasn’t just out — it had been removed.
Ellerton removed the Maglite from his belt with the fluidity of a gunslinger and shined it on the floor. The bright circle of light revealed badly eroded concrete and the building’s exposed foundation. There was significant discoloration of the gravel and cement, not just within the scar but well beyond.
“What happened?” Marla asked.
“A spill, four years ago.”
“Of this stuff?”
“Yeah. Forklift operator, young guy. Wasn’t paying attention and put one of the blades right through a barrel. It was all over the place.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“It took over a month to clean and decontaminate.” He pointed to the damaged floor. “They’ve repaired it about ten times since the accident, but the concrete keeps flaking away.”
“A spill is a huge safety violation.” Marla paused. “I don’t remember hearing anything about it…”
Ellerton shook his head. “There are no official records. It never happened.”
Marla’s jaw tightened as the smoldering anger she had been keeping on a leash for the last hour and a half threatened to break free. This was the fifth stop on Ellerton’s guided tour. After the hidden cask repository, he had taken her to another sub-basement chamber, where two large pipes ran through a concrete wall. He explained that the wall was new construction, built about eight feet in front of the original. It concealed a cracked-and-repaired length of pipe that had been leaking tritium and strontium, which had seeped into the water table. Leo Corwin had done nothing about the problem until, after several years, there were a few reports of local children developing problems with bone and dental growth.
In one of the reactor rooms, Marla was shown a freshly painted section of the vessel head. Ellerton scraped away some of the paint, revealing the speckled remains of boric-acid corrosion. Instead of replacing the damaged head and reporting the incident, per procedure — which would have cost millions and likely shut down the plant for a time — Corwin instead had the rotted seals filled in and the damaged surface areas sanded and sprayed over.
And in a locked room near the plant’s main transformer, Ellerton worked hard to move three filing cabinets away from an insignificant-looking control box, the exterior scarred and blackened by extreme heat. This, he told her, was the only remaining evidence of a fire that had broken out three years earlier and damaged both the plant’s backup generator and its emergency turbine. Repairs had cost nearly eight million and NRC inspectors had reviewed the work. But no official records were ever filed, and the plant continued standard operation throughout the repair period, though if an accident had occurred while the secondary generator and turbine were offline, the results would almost certainly have been catastrophic.
Now, Marla began taking pictures of the damaged floor. “Even the Corwins won’t be able to buy their way out of this,” she said as she clicked away.
A text from her editor arrived with a soft ping.
Three million followers now. IN-CRED-I-BLE. Do you think you’ll be able to get to everything before the evac?

Marla thought about the evacuation and chuckled to herself. They probably wouldn’t bother to evacuate me anyway, she thought with grim amusement. They’d leave me behind. According to Darren Marcus, a small but fairly vocal slice of those three million followers were calling for her head, including pro-nuke types, anyone related to or good friends with a Corwin Energies employee, and a fair number of politicians, including Pennsylvania’s Governor Kent. There was also a swarm of attorneys coming out of the woodpile to offer their services free of charge, eager to attach their names to the high-profile lawsuit that was heading Marla’s way. She found that amusing as well.
“That’s about it,” Ellerton said, wringing his hands as if sanitizing them with invisible gel.
“You don’t have to be nervous,” Marla told him, and was slightly surprised at how concerned she had suddenly become for Ellerton’s feelings. In that moment, it occurred to her that she had gone from fearing the man to genuinely liking him. “You’re doing the right thing. What Leo Corwin has done is pure evil. He’s repeatedly put his employees and the citizens of Silver Lake at great risk, all for the sake of increased profits. I’m not against making a buck; I like having money in my account just like everyone else. But when you’re already worth millions and you play Monopoly with people’s lives just to pile up a little more, that’s not a capitalistic instinct, that’s an illness.
“The public has every right to know what’s going on here. Like I said before, I wouldn’t be surprised if the investigation into what’s happening today turned up something Leo Corwin did, or didn’t do, as the chief cause of it.”
Ellerton nodded. “He didn’t put up lightning rods. Three different companies approached him with bids to do it back in the midnineties, but he didn’t want to spend the money.”
“The plant manager, Gary Mason, told me that lightning rods aren’t required by law.”
“They’re not.”
“So, of course Corwin wouldn’t bother. Look at all the things he didn’t do that were required by law.” Marla shook her head in disgust. “I’m going to bury those two. I’m going to personally see to it that nothing like this ever happens again. And if that means ruffling a lot of feathers, too bad. How many innocent people will need to be literally buried because of what’s happening right now? Because of the Corwins’ greed? A hundred? A thousand? Even one is too many.”
Ellerton’s hands were rolling around each other again. “I agree.”
Marla looked at him and softened. “It’s going to be all right, don’t worry.”
“I hope so.”
“It is,” she stressed. “I didn’t mention you in any of my posts, and I didn’t take any pictures of you. I always protect my sources.”
“But people here have seen us together.”
Marla thought about it, and he was right — during their travels around the plant, they had encountered a few employees here and there. And as time passed and Marla’s blogs drew more attention, the reactions of those employees became more pronounced and, in some cases, menacing. One man in a white lab coat stopped in mid-jog from high on a catwalk and pointed at them. And when a small cadre of engineers entered the reactor room where the boric-acid corrosion occurred, Marla was certain she heard the phrase There she is! In such instances, Marla and Ellerton avoided eye contact or any acknowledging gestures and walked briskly to the nearest exit.
Ellerton’s cellphone trilled, as it had several times during their tour. He always checked the caller ID, but never answered. This time he did, walking a few feet away from his guest. He did more listening than talking, and spoke in hushed tones. The look of grainy bewilderment on Ellerton’s face after the call ended made Marla think of a child who has lost his mother in a department store.
“Is everything all right?”
“Uh… yeah, fine.” He patted his lips thoughtfully with one finger. “There’s one more thing I think you should see.”
“Okay.”
He led her back to the subterranean storage area where the fenced-off supply area camouflaged the dry-cask repository. Nearby was a glass-walled partition surrounding a bank of older computers. Most sat crookedly, with cables hanging over outdated CRT monitors. Marla’s curiosity was piqued when Ellerton tapped a six-digit code into the keypad by the door. An electronically locked door to protect a collection of aging computers?
Ellerton led her to the computer at the back and sat down in a worn office chair, one of several in the space, all with broken backs and torn upholstery. With the push of a couple of buttons, the computer came to life. The desktop pattern was a simple field of faded blue, and there were only two icons visible: My Computer and the Recycle Bin.
The security guard navigated to an apparently empty folder named “Firefox Updates,” then clicked the button for “Show hidden files, folders, and drive.” A.zip archive named “Most Recent Firefox Updates” appeared.
“Can I assume that’s not actually Firefox updates?” Marla asked.
“That would be an accurate assumption, yes.”
He opened the file, which was password protected, then got up and gestured for Marla to sit. She did so and looked at the screen. Nothing in her professional experience could have prepared her for what she saw next.
It was the kind of material prosecutors didn’t even dare dream about. There were before-and-after spreadsheets showing the accounting that the elder Corwin had reported to the Feds, and the actual figures, the ones he’d kept to himself. Other spreadsheets illustrated a complex tax-evasion scheme where Corwin paid freelance workers in cash and then had the charges routed through a third-party vendor that was actually a dummy company set up by him in Brussels in 2004.
She saw emails between Corwin and middlemen representing three different uranium dealers in Africa and Central Asia, all of whom were embargoed by the NRC due to possible connections to paramilitary groups in the Middle East. Emails between Corwin and attorneys from many firms, concerning everything from getting out of liability suits to a copyright infringement claim that he’d stolen the core idea for a new kind of pump that was being developed by a group in Colorado.
There were fabricated purchase orders and a scanned check stub from Corwin’s personal account made out to an expert in corporate sabotage back when he was competing for the utility rights to two counties in northern Pennsylvania. Another stub showed payment to a woman who had infiltrated Greenpeace on Corwin’s behalf in 2008.
When Marla got to the sound files — which included eleven between Leo Corwin and Governor Kent — she looked up at Ellerton with her mouth shaped like a capital O.
“Holy shit.”
“Yeah.”
“I have never seen this much hard evidence of corruption before. Never.”
“Well, now you have.”
Ellerton reached over her, took the mouse, and launched the web browser. Ironically, it was Internet Explorer, not Firefox.
“You have online storage somewhere, I assume. FTP, cloud, whatever.”
“Sure.”
“Upload the.zip file.” He stepped back a few paces. “Go ahead, I’m not going to look.”
Marla didn’t hesitate — she navigated to her iCloud site, entered her username and password, and began the upload. In spite of the wealth of incriminating material, the file was only 110 megabytes and took less than two minutes to copy over. She logged off and exited the browser.
“Okay, that’s done. No turning back.” Getting to her feet and turning around, she was surprised to see that Ellerton had retreated farther than she’d expected; he was standing in the shadows.
“Ted? Are you okay?”
She went closer and found him sobbing quietly, one hand up against his mouth. In the other hand was his iPhone, and on the screen was a text message.
“Ted, what’s wrong?” she asked, gently lifting the hand holding the phone so she could see what had got him so upset. Then, “Oh, my God…” She said this very quietly at first, quickly reading over the message from Andrew Corwin. She repeated it much louder when she read it again.
“Ms. Hollis—”
She broke into a run, and when Ellerton tried to go after her, he got tangled in one of the inoperable chairs and went down in a noisy crash.
“Marla!” he called out as he lay sprawled on the floor. “Don’t!”
But she was already out the door and gone.
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Kerrick’s vital signs improved slightly during the twenty-minute ambulance ride to the hospital. In the back, Brody determined that the patient had at least four broken ribs, a broken collarbone, a dislocated shoulder, a concussion, apparent nerve damage in his left arm, and possibly a ruptured spleen. Some of the lacerations on his face were horrifically deep, and his left eye was so damaged it seemed unlikely he would ever see out of it again.
As the gurney was pulled into the ER’s access way, Emilio told Brody, “Unit Four will be here to pick you up in ten minutes. There’s something going on at Charter House, and they need your help.”
Brody nodded without looking back, crashing through the swinging doors. Emilio knew that Kerrick would have to be decontaminated before treatment could begin, and hoped the time spent there wouldn’t be the deal breaker in saving his life.
Back on the road, with the wipers swinging madly, Emilio reached up to turn on the radio. What he’d already heard on the way to County General had been almost impossible to believe — hundreds suffering from radiation poisoning, many of them people he knew, people he saw nearly every day. Helen at the post office, Cindy at the bank, Kira at the sushi place — he had long ago come to understand that a person’s life was a fabric, with threads of many colors woven into any number of designs. Now a lot of those threads — threads that he liked very much — were being pulled out and thrown away.
The fingers of depression had begun to claw at him, of a kind he’d not known since he was a boy and his stepfather was beating him three or four nights a week while his mother cowered in the corner, tearful and impotent. At times like this, he needed Sarah. Nothing made the demons turn and run like the sound of her voice. She was his magic antidote — her voice, her cheerfulness, her bubbling positivity, her wellspring of strength… Sometimes he felt bad about his emotional dependence on her. Whenever he thought about it, he pictured a child of eight or nine with his arms wrapped around his mother’s neck as she hauled him along, far too old to be carried but unable to move on his own. He hated this about himself, but there were times when he just couldn’t do without her.
This was one of those times. The president had recently made a live address, assuring everyone that emergency responders in all major cities within close proximity — most notably Philadelphia and New York — were ready to act. In spite of the president’s calm demeanor, the analysts spared no time cranking up the sirens of doom, laying out the unthinkable details. The commentators had said thousands might die, and tens of thousands more would suffer lingering illnesses — everything from blindness and bleeding bowels to birth defects. New York and Philadelphia might turn into ghost towns overnight, uninhabitable for years to come, with the stock market shuttered. America’s economy could topple, plunging lower than in the Great Recession of 2008, or the Depressions of the 1930s and 1870s.
What made it all particularly chilling was the fact that it wasn’t just a media fantasy. If the storm maintained its current course and strength and fissile material continued pouring out of the damaged reactor, radiation could carry far enough to settle on the major industrial corridors of the northeast. When Emilio first thought that, gooseflesh broke out all over him. He’d been so focused on the welfare of his town, and peripherally concerned about a few others close by, that the wider consequences hadn’t occurred to him. America, shut off as if someone had thrown the emergency switch.
Wanting desperately to talk to his wife, Emilio reached up to press the button on his Bluetooth, which was nestled in his right ear, when a call came in. For a moment he filled with anticipation, until the female cyber-voice announced a number that was familiar but wasn’t hers.
“Hey, Tim,” he said. Tim Evans had been Emilio’s boss for the last four years. A longtime veteran of the emergency-response profession, he was smart, level-headed, and fair. Emilio liked him immensely.
“How’s it going out there?”
“As good as can be expected. We just got Mr. Kerrick into County.”
“You’re headed back here now?”
“Yeah, I’m on my way.”
“Okay, good. You need to change and take a break.”
“I suppose.”
He didn’t like the idea of taking a break, not with so many people still needing help. But his logical, reasonable side knew it was necessary. He had been going since early this morning, immersed in circumstances so unusual that they were taking a toll emotionally as well as physically. Part of him, a part that he considered somewhat heroic, thought, If I just keep going, stay fixed on the job at hand and on my desire to reduce suffering, then some otherworldly force will carry me through.
But that was fantasy, and the reality was that he was merely mortal. He wanted nothing more than to spit in the face of Fate by ensuring that there was as little human damage done as possible. He wouldn’t be able to do that unless he took a little time to change into a fresh outfit, shower, rest, and even eat something. Then he would be even better prepared to come back and save the day.
“… Evacuation,” Evans said in his ear.
“Hmm?” Emilio was shaken out of his reverie. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get that.”
“I said, you’ll need to have your wits about you when they start the evacuation.”
“Right.”
“So come on back and power down for a bit. There are three other units out there. We’re on top of it.” He could hear the smile in his boss’s voice.
“All right, see you shortly.”
He returned his attention to the road, which was only visible for a few car lengths before being erased by the misty, deadly rain. Dizziness swept through him, in concert with a churning in his stomach that reminded him of the light-headed nausea he’d felt when he’d gone fishing with his Uncle Miguel in Puerto Rico a few years ago. It was the first time he’d ever been on a boat and, he’d decided, the last. He didn’t throw up over the side, but he came close. That same blurry feeling came over him now, and for a moment he thought he was going to black out.
The dizziness cleared quickly but the percolations in his gut lingered for a bit. Hungry, he thought. I need something to eat. And not soda or chips. An apple, perhaps. Yes, that sounded good. The fridge at the station was always stocked with healthy stuff like apples, oranges, strawberries, raspberries, bottled water, and juices. Then I’ll take that nap, he told himself. I guess I really do need it. First the decontamination and a shower, then some fruit, and then a little rest.
* * *
He cruised down Piedmont Boulevard, tapping the brakes through the particularly steep segments, then eased left onto Culworth. His gaze wandered from the road to Stockbridge Elementary, which stood at the far end of two fields — one soccer and one baseball — to his right. The main building was a plain brick structure, built in the late 1960s with help from Lyndon Johnson’s administration; additions had been put on in 1977, 1993, and 2009. There were vehicles parked all along the wide road that led up to the building — unsurprising, since the school was the third refugee center. What was surprising — was shocking as hell, in fact — was the succession of open windows on the roof, all tipped up at a forty-five-degree angle.
“Oh, shit,” he said, almost unable to believe what he was seeing. “There must be a hundred kids in the building!”
He knew immediately where the windows were located — the original boiler room, set in the westernmost corner of the original building. They were used to vent heat from the three hulking vessels inside.
He turned onto Stockbridge Avenue and stomped the accelerator. If he went in the main entrance to check in with whoever was running things and announced the reason for his visit, he’d carry contamination into the school and perhaps cause even greater panic. It was possible that no one even realized the windows were open in the first place. Surely if someone had, they would’ve contacted the authorities.
The simplest and most immediate solution, he decided then, is to take care of the problem myself.
He drove down the narrow service road that ran off the southwest side of the cul-de-sac, passing a little sign that read FOR MAINTENANCE PERSONNEL ONLY. Edging between two minivans, he headed along the backside of the property, where he spotted a caged power transformer, a pair of aluminum storage sheds, and a Y-head fire hydrant built into the wall. The third door along the rear wall was marked “Boiler Room” in blocky, spray-painted letters.
Stopping under a leafy oak tree, Emilio killed the engine. Then he jumped out and ran to the boiler-room door, praying it would be unlocked. When he’d attended school here, the janitor had been a portly, waddling man with the patience of an angel who never bothered locking it. In fact, he usually left it wide-open so the kids could visit. But he’d since retired, then passed away many years later, and Emilio knew nothing about the person who’d replaced him.
With the sound of the rain pattering against the outside of his hazmat suit like a million tiny pebbles, Emilio wrapped his hands around the steel handle and pulled. It held as firm as if it were riveted onto a boulder. Then he noticed the beak-shaped release lever; when he pressed down on it with his thumb, the lock gave way with a decisive click and he pulled the door open.
It was something of a surprise to see that the room was essentially unchanged since the last time he’d been in it. The janitor, whose name was Tom Tilton but was more commonly known as “TT” by the many students who’d befriended him, had warmly welcomed many visitors. This was back in the day when no one thought twice about leaving a grown man alone with an adolescent. And they had no reason to worry in TT’s case; he never did anything more than give the boys advice about life and, if they were interested, show off the school’s machinery.
Stepping in, Emilio saw the familiar sight of the three boilers, each a massive steel can set on its side, with the ignition modules jutting out of one end like pig snouts. Opposite these vessels was a long, rough-hewn table mottled by years of use. Mounted on the pegboard above was an array of rulers, squares, and levels, as well as a small corkboard with various work orders pinned to it.
To the right of the table stood a two-tiered tool chest with rollout drawers, and to the left was a set of tall utility shelves stacked with cardboard boxes. Wedged between the last shelf and the filthy cinder block wall was a standard stepladder that appeared to be relatively new. The shiny aluminum, some of its parts rubber-coated in bright yellow, stood out brightly in the otherwise somber and sooty environment.
Several puddles had accumulated on the floor between the boilers and the work area, little plashets of radioactive miasma waiting to ensnare a victim. When Emilio looked up, he saw that there were eight windows open out of twenty-four. Not surprisingly, they were the eight closest to the boilers. It occurred to him that they had probably always been open — browsing through the mental images of his childhood, he consistently saw the school with those windows sticking up like a bank of solar panels. During his visits, he remembered, breezes and other distant sounds from outside were a normal part of the tableau. You just don’t notice after a while, he thought. Like the scratch on your refrigerator or the chip in the brickwork on your front steps — these things stand out to people visiting for the first time, but your own eyes slide right over them.
Rain blew into the room in spasmodic sprays, as if being blown out of someone’s mouth while they were having a coughing fit. Emilio didn’t know if the amount of radioactive material in the room was enough to affect the people who had taken refuge in the gymnasium, but he wasn’t going to take a chance. After he closed the windows, he’d call Sarah and let her know. Maybe it’ll make a difference in the evac plan. Maybe they’ll come here first.
He dragged the ladder directly beneath the windows and unfolded it into a giant capital A. He positioned it so that it was braced against the middle boiler for extra support, then gave it a little shake to see if it was secure. Emilio had never cared much for heights, but this fear was something he disliked about himself, so anytime he had to scale a ladder he took a deep breath, summoned his courage, and dealt with it.
The dizziness he’d felt when setting out from the hospital returned when he was halfway up, but he discounted it as mild vertigo. He was rationalizing a parade of other symptoms, too: the headache was simple hunger, the low fever was a by-product of being inside the plastic suit for so long, and the extreme fatigue merely meant he needed to rest — which he would, the moment he was done here, as he’d promised his boss. Perhaps somewhere in the back of his brain, where his years of training and experience were stored, his symptoms were being recognized as the standard early signs of exposure to ionizing radiation. But he was too focused on the task at hand to acknowledge any of that.
He managed to close three of the eight windows before the dizziness climaxed in a swirl of disorientation that made him feel like he was tumbling through space. As the mushy gray of unconsciousness consumed him, the ladder teetered left and then right before finally tipping away from the boiler. Emilio’s limp form slammed to the floor with a grotesque thud. As he was already unconscious, he was unaware that the fall cost him three broken ribs, a dislocated shoulder, and a hairline fracture at the point of greatest impact — the left side of his skull. The angle at which he landed also forced the mask of his breathing apparatus well away from his nose and mouth.
Rain continued to fall through the still-open windows, and soon Emilio’s motionless figure was as soaked as the filthy concrete around him.
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“So far, so good,” Pete said into the headset as he drove down Breckenridge Boulevard. Breckenridge, no longer than a football field, was a decorative crossbar between two of the town’s main arteries, with its picturesque lanes separated by a nicely manicured divider and faux-antique street lamps.
“How does it look out there?” Kate asked, disapproval plain in her voice. The subtext clearly was, Look, in fact, at how bad it is out there. Come to your senses and turn around.
“It looks like your standard thunderstorm,” he replied. “Overcast, wind blowing everything around like crazy, rain so hard you can barely see in front of you. Nothing out of the ordinary if you didn’t know better.”
“Yeah…” Kate said. Pete was astonished she didn’t add, “but you do know better.” That was a bad sign. If Kate held her tongue — especially in a situation where her sentiments were so obvious — it meant she was truly frightened.
He was scared, too, but unwilling to admit it to his wife. Knowing how frightened he was might send her over the edge; he wanted her to believe he still had his wits about him. In truth, he was playing host to a twisting, multilayered terror like none he’d ever known. He’d driven through hundreds of storms, since he hated letting the weather interfere with his plans.
That already set him apart from most of the residents of Silver Lake. When the weather turned bad, they scurried into their homes and stayed there. It wasn’t unusual for Pete to see only a handful of other cars on the road when it was raining or snowing.
Today was very different. There were no other vehicles at all; no one walking in the rain, nothing moving that wasn’t being nudged along by the wind. Trees were waving and bowing to each other, street signs were shimmying back and forth. Just one big dead zone. It looks like the perspective from one of those static cameras that news divisions set up during a hurricane, so viewers can watch the storm from the comfort of their homes.
As the rain hammered down on the little Prius every bit as forcefully as the jets up at Scott’s Auto Spa, Pete considered the harrowing fact that relatively thin sheets of metal and glass were all that separated him from a guaranteed case of radiation sickness. The radioactive concentration is of such a magnitude now, Sarah Redmond had said during a phone-in interview he’d heard on the radio, that “even brief exposure to the storm will result in illness.”
Is this the stupidest thing I’ve ever done?
“… are you now?”
“Huh?”
“I said, where are you now?”
“Almost there.” He turned right on Humboldt Avenue, then made the second left, onto Mission Street.
At the far end stood a narrow, two-story home, tan with black shutters, that looked as idyllic as something out of a Normal Rockwell painting, complete with covered porch, spindled railings, and a lovers’ swing. Even through the rain, Pete could see that there were lights on on the upper floor.
He told that to Kate, then added. “I’m guessing that means he’s there.”
“Let’s hope so,” Kate said. “Please don’t lose your cool when you see him.”
“I won’t,” he said, “I promise.”
If you only knew how much I mean that, Katie, he thought. I’m never going to lose my cool with him again, ever. The stern-parent thing isn’t the way to go anymore. And do I really want to be that kind of a father? He wanted to say to his wife, Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll bring him back safe and sound. And then I’ll sit him down — no, I’ll wait until it happens naturally — and I’ll tell him how sorry I am for all those times I blew up at him, and that it’s not going to happen again…
“Bring Sharon along, too,” Kate said.
“You betcha.”
“Okay, good.”
A little smile grew upon his lips. Since they’d first met in that restaurant along the Jersey Shore more than twenty-five years ago, he’d loved being the hero in her eyes. It was a high like no other.
Pulling into the empty driveway, he considered the distance between the car and the porch. His original plan to jump out and run suddenly seemed foolhardy, so he groped around on the floor in the back, hoping to find one of the compact umbrellas Kate usually left in the car for emergencies.
“Shoot,” he said bitterly as he turned around and gave the back a painstaking visual survey. Empty. There was probably one in the trunk, he thought, but standing out in the rain to retrieve it would take longer than running to the porch in the first place.
“Screw it,” Pete said, and threw the car into reverse. He gave the steering wheel a spin and backed into the first half of a K-turn. Moving forward again, he rolled off the macadam and onto the lawn, stopping when the car was parallel with the front steps.
“Okay, I’m right by the porch. Here goes…”
He put on the paint mask, pulled up the slicker’s hood, and took one last deep breath. When he opened the driver’s side door, the sound of the rain increased violently.
He made it to the porch in one broad stride, his hand already out to grab the doorknob.
Locked.
“Son of a bastard.”
He banged on the door with his fist, then rang the bell about a dozen times at machine-gun speed.
“Mark! Come on! Open up, it’s me!”
He banged again as the wind continued blowing its poisonous payload against him.
“Mark!”
More fist-banging produced no results, so he turned sideways and rammed his body into the door. When that also didn’t work, he took a short step back and, cursing a blue streak, gave a flat-footed kick just above the knob. The scratch plate as well as the molding in which it was embedded tore free and dropped to the foyer floor with a noisy clatter as the door swung open.
“Pete? What was th—”
“I had to break the door down.”
Kate sputtered in his ear as he stepped into the building and shut the door. It blew open again almost instantly. Closing it a second time and bracing it with his back, he searched for a more permanent solution. There was a small area rug on the hardwood flooring, which struck him as being perfect as an impromptu wedge. Sure enough, the door held tight.
After removing the paint mask and rain slicker, Pete started up the stairs.
“Pete?” Kate asked.
“I’m inside, going up to the apartment.”
“What if you contaminate the place?”
“I took off the mask and the raincoat and left them downstairs. It should be all right. But please have the shower ready for us when we get back. Remember what Sarah said about washing off.”
It had been a bulleted item in the email; “If you do become exposed to the storm, you should put all your contaminated clothes into a bag and seal it tight, then take a shower and wash yourself gently but thoroughly with soap.” The “gently” part was so you didn’t risk breaking your skin, which could allow contaminants to enter your bloodstream.
“I’ll put some towels and robes in the garage. You can strip down in there,” Kate said.
“Thanks, Katie,” Pete replied. “I’ll leave the car outside the garage, so we don’t carry in any additional contamination.”
At the top of the stairs, he was relieved to find the apartment door unlocked. The place was dead quiet. There was a light on in the kitchen to the left, and a floor lamp burning in the living room, where Pete stood.
“Mark?” he called out. He noticed a narrow hallway to the right and assumed it led to a bathroom and at least one bedroom.
“Is he there?” Kate asked.
“I’m not sure yet.”
He went down the hallway with all senses on high alert. A small bathroom stood to the right, its door wide-open. At the end of the corridor was another door, this one closed and likely leading to a bedroom.
He knocked.
“Mark? Sharon? Um… are you guys in there?”
Nothing.
“Mark?”
Silence. Pete gently turned the knob and pushed the door aside.
The little room held a neatly made queen bed that was too large for the space, a matching dresser, and a wooden chair badly in need of refinishing. A pair of closed sliding doors signaled the location of a closet.
Where the hell are they?! he yelled in his mind as he turned and hustled out.
“They’re not here, Kate,” he said hoarsely, checking out the kitchen and the pantry as rapidly as possible.
“What?” Rising panic colored his wife’s voice. “That’s it, I’m calling Sarah.”
Pete felt as though the floor was tilting back and forth beneath his feet.
What the heck?
“Yeah, that’s fine,” he replied. “I guess there’s nothing else to—”
He was cut off by a thick, single-note beep of obnoxious timbre, and it took a moment for his dazed mind to associate it as the incoming-call signal.
He removed the phone from its holster with the speed of a gunslinger and looked at the screen with the zealous anticipation of one waiting for the night’s lottery numbers to be announced.
“My God, it’s Mark! He’s on the other line!”
“Answer it! Answer it!”
Pete switched the call.
“Mark? Hello?”
There was nothing.
“MARK?”
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General Conover in the flesh was fairly tall, his height accentuated by a frame so thin it appeared almost malnourished. His features were what Sarah thought of as severe, including razor-edged cheekbones; a well-defined mouth that seemed perpetually ready to spit out orders; and eyes that looked too large for his head. The latter held the deepest and most hypnotic shade of green she had ever encountered. When Conover removed his canvas field hat, Sarah saw that his hair was just as she imagined — bristly white and cut so short it looked like nothing more than a hazy shadow. His gaze was alert and bright with intelligence.
Setting down the phone — she’d been getting an update from the Corwin plant — Sarah met that gaze without flinching, essentially ignoring the other three people in the room — the increasingly nervous Barbara Magnus and Lorraine Harris, and Conover’s aide, Captain Budrow, who was standing by the windows. The latter, whom Sarah estimated to be in his early thirties, had not spoken since he and his military colleagues had arrived. In fact, after taking up his current position, he had not so much as twitched a muscle while awaiting the general’s next command.
Sarah felt a rush of emotion and forced it down; there was no time for feelings right now. This process had become considerably easier over the course of the day. Was it a sign that the first little pieces of her humanity were beginning to break away? Is that the price we pay for the privilege of leadership?
No time to ruminate on it now, she told herself.
“Corwin says they still don’t have it contained.”
“Okay then,” Conover said, “we have to get this moving, now.”
Sarah joined him at the large table that had been placed in the center of the room, which was covered by a street-by-street map of the town. Pencil lines had been drawn down various roadways — some were dark, some faint from being at least partially erased.
They had spent — wasted, perhaps — almost a half hour arguing over some of the fine details. Conover clearly wasn’t used to being questioned and vigorously challenged by any position that opposed his own. At first, Sarah took this as further vindication of her initial impression that he was little more than a pompous pain in the ass, but as the conversation continued, she began to understand that he wanted to make absolutely certain whatever strategy he followed was the best.
She had to admit he was brilliant, able to absorb and retain a constellation of details on the fly, which he could then pull together to form a cohesive, sensible plan. She found it easy to believe he had logged numerous successes during his career. With all that in mind, she now understood his habit of forcing others to qualify their positions differently — it was his way of quickly and efficiently sifting out critical details that he either hadn’t considered or, more likely, were previously unknown to him. While she wouldn’t call him truly flexible, she had discovered with relief that he was willing to change his mind when presented with solid facts.
One of those facts was that the number of cases of radiation poisoning was up to 312. In spite of the steadfast effort to complete what Sarah now thought of as the Residential Roll Call, hundreds of people in the Silver Lake area were unaccounted for. How many bodies will be found in the next few days, or weeks, or even months? Exposure cases were being reported from surrounding districts as well. The farthest was twenty-eight miles east, in Chester County.
That distance had sparked a media riot. Even the more respectable news agencies were pumping out unrestrained speculation as to how long it would be before citizens began dropping dead in Philadelphia, New York City, and even Washington, D.C. The Dow fell more than two thousand points and was expected to sink even further before trading wrapped up at four o’clock.
Bush-league terrorist groups seeking their breakout moment began claiming responsibility through hastily constructed Web sites, random blog postings, and mass Tweets, insisting that the story about a lightning strike had been fabricated by the American government to cover up their triumph. As ludicrous as this notion was in light of the numerous photos of the strike site that Marla Hollis shared with the world, conspiracy theories were flying.
“Are you ready to sign off?” Conover asked.
Instead of answering directly, Sarah said, “I never asked, General — how long should the evacuation take?”
“If everyone cooperates, just a few hours.”
“That quickly? We have more than eleven thousand residents.”
“Ma’am, the Japanese evacuated more than a hundred and thirty thousand from the Fukushima Daiichi area in one day.”
“That’s incredible.”
The general nodded. “We can handle your eleven thousand-plus with no problem — again, as long as everyone does as they’re told. The plan itself is relatively straightforward. The trucks and buses roll in and we go section by section, getting folks out.” Conover leaned in and indicated each sector by hovering his hand over it. “There will be soldiers on each vehicle to wipe people down immediately. Then they’ll be taken to the school for full decontamination.”
They had decided to use a decommissioned high school in the neighboring town of Hawthorne for the decontamination process. Six years earlier, due to Hawthorne’s aging population and the decrease in teen residents, civic leaders decided to transfer the entire student body to Silver Lake. Fortunately, the building was still in good shape — there was running water and, thanks to a stockpile of generators the Guard had supplied, working electricity.
“Each person will have to strip down,” the general continued, “submit to full cleansing, then dress in temporary attire we will provide.”
Sarah nodded, mentally running through a catalog of people who, she was quite certain, would not respond well to the concept of presenting their naked bodies for scrubbing and polishing to a pack of strangers in radiation suits.
“They’ll then be taken to one of four hospitals for evaluation and any necessary treatment,” Conover said. “Once they’re cleared medically, they are free to go wherever they wish. As I said before, the state will cover the cost of temporary housing up to a certain point. If residents have relatives who live beyond the zone of exclusion, we ask them to consider that option, to free up resources for those who aren’t so fortunate.”
There it is, Sarah thought, the first use of “zone of exclusion.” The operation felt so formal now, so coldly official. But then why wouldn’t it? Conover had no personal attachment to this place.
There were only two zones of exclusion resulting from nuclear accidents in the world — one in the Ukraine around the Chernobyl plant, the other in Japan around the Fukushima plant. Is that what Silver Lake will become? The third exclusion zone? Will that be our identity from now on?
“Some of them won’t have any place to go,” she said with a sigh.
“Well, they sure as hell can’t stay here,” Conover replied sharply.
“No, of course not.”
“And neither can you, for that matter. Once the evacuation begins, you have to go to the—”
“I’m absolutely not leaving here until everyone is out, General,” Sarah said in her firmest tone, looking him directly in the eyes. “Even after the evacuation begins, I’ll still be needed here. People will be calling with questions. There will still be matters to be coordinated, questions to be answered, and decisions to be made.”
“And you’ll be able to perform all those duties without any trouble from a remote location,” Conover’s voice was as calm as an autumn pond. “We have a truck waiting outside for you right now. Calls can be forwarded from here and your computer can remain connected to this network.”
“I am not going to be the rat deserting the sinking ship. That’s not the message I want to send to the good people of this town. They need to know that I’m here and on the job. They need that comfort.”
Conover’s jaw tightened and several veins in his neck came into view.
“You should be aware that I have the authority to forcibly remove you.”
“And you should be aware that anyone who tries that is going to get a kick in the balls.”
Their staring match seemed to stretch on forever. No one moved, spoke, or seemed to breathe. There was only the sound of the rain against the windows and the hum of the computers.
Conover’s unexpected grin was loaded with crooked teeth. “Well, you’ve got quite a set of balls yourself, I have to say.”
“Not bad for a surrogate, huh?” she said.
He met her gaze squarely and evenly, his smile never slackening. “No, not bad. I gotta admire that kind of loyalty. Shit, without loyalty, where would the military be? Okay, you can stay — but only until it becomes medically risky.” Conover turned to his aide. “Bill, how much longer will the air in here be safe to breathe?”
“About seventy minutes, sir.”
The general nodded and looked back. “Got that? Just over an hour. That means in one hour—” he pointed at her “—you go. I don’t care if we have to tranquilize you with a blow dart. You’re not going to do anyone any good if you’re lying on a stretcher gasping for breath. All right?”
“All right.”
She turned to Magnus and Harris.
“You two should go now.”
Magnus looked fairly terrified, but Harris appeared surprisingly composed, as if she’d been through a few dozen radiation emergencies in her long life.
“If we’ve got another hour,” Harris said, “then we’ll stay another hour.” Magnus nodded in agreement despite her trembling.
The general shrugged and threw up his hands. “Who am I to countermand the women’s liberation movement?”
“Thank you, General,” Harris said diplomatically, and the two secretaries withdrew quietly.
Conover scanned the map one more time, then checked his watch, a stainless-steel chronograph large enough to be sold for scrap.
“Madame Mayor, we’ve only got about another two hours of sunlight left, so it’s time to get this thing moving. Is there anything else you’d like to add before we begin?”
She shook her head. Two hours of sunlight left… She remembered that morning’s sunrise. In the bedroom that she shared with the man she loved, the sun gave the blinds a cordial glow that seemed to come straight down from heaven. She awoke just in time to witness this phenomenon at its climax, and instead of throwing the sheets back and springing up like she usually did, she lay there to absorb the beauty of it. That seems so long ago now, she thought. Ages.
“No, I don’t have anything else to add,” she said. “Thank you, General, for letting me contribute to your plans.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” he said ceremoniously, then strode swiftly out of the room with his aide trailing behind. Sarah heard him begin issuing orders over his walkie-talkie even before he reached the staircase.
* * *
Remembering her moment of sunlit meditation led Sarah to the realization that she hadn’t heard from Emilio in a while. This was understandable under the circumstances, but still — he never allowed too much time to pass without making contact. No matter the duties at hand, he always found a way.
Picking up her cellphone, she checked her messages. Six new texts had arrived since her meeting with the general had begun, but none were from her husband.
“Odd,” she said softly to herself. She was just about to take the initiative and text him first when the phone started vibrating. It was Harlan Phillips; probably calling to see how things went with General Charming, she thought.
Sarah made a mental note to text Emilio as soon they were finished.
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“Dad… can you help me?”
Mark’s voice was weak, like that of someone infirm or geriatric. “Mark, where are you?”
“Dad, I’m sick. I’m… I’m really…” The boy’s voice broke off with a terrible, gagging sound. It took Pete two beats of horrified analysis to realize his son had vomited.
“Wow, there’s so much blood,” Mark said wearily.
“Oh, God. Where are you?”
“I can’t… I just don’t know if… who I went with to…”
“Mark, just tell me where you are.” Tears rolled down Pete’s face, his natural instinct to suppress his grief disconnecting. “Please, Mark, where—”
“I’m sorry, Dad. I’m sorry about this morning. We… we…”
“I’m sorry, too, Mark. I love you so much.” Pete was out of the apartment and pounding down the stairs. “But forget about what happened this morning. We’ll fix it, I swear. Just tell me where you are. I’m going to come get you.”
“I’m, uh… I don’t know where…”
“Okay, okay… look around you. Can you do that? Can you look around?”
“I’m… we went walking.”
“You and Sharon?”
“Yeah.”
Mark gagged again; this time Pete could hear the ejecta slapping on some hard surface. A sidewalk? Is he on a sidewalk, in plain view? Are some sonsofbitches watching from their windows but not helping him? If so, I’m going to find out who they are later and pound them flat. I swear to holy heaven I will.
All Pete could hear through the phone was the hiss of the rain, and for an unbearable moment of undiluted terror he thought the boy had lost consciousness. Then came the moans, low and rhythmic.
“Mark!” he yelled, trying to spur a response from his son as he pulled the slicker over himself and snatched up the paint mask.
“Dad, help me. Please, help me.”
“Where are you?”
“Prince Field,” Mark said finally, and in that instant his father detected a glimmer of cognizance. Good, son, keep it up. “We went for… for a walk in the rain,” Mark went on. “Sharon likes it… She likes the rain.”
Pete froze with his hand around the doorknob. Wait… he’s been out in the rain this whole time?! No, please, God, no… He looked at his watch and ran the calculation quickly. Over four hours?
Without bothering to put the mask back on, Pete bolted out of the house and jumped into the car.
“You’re at Prince Field now?” he said, fumbling the key into the ignition.
“I… yeah. I tried to get Sharon back to… to…”
“To what, Mark? Stay with me, buddy.” He set the phone down on the passenger seat, shifted into reverse, and flattened the gas pedal to the floor. “You tried to get Sharon back to what?”
The sizzle of the rain filled the headset again, with no piggish grunts this time.
“Mark? Mark!” Pete knew he sounded desperate and didn’t care a whit.
No response.
“Maaaaaaaaark!” He was practically howling now.
There were two beeps — the Verizon warning for a lost signal — followed by dead air.
“Oh, shit, oh, shit…” Pete’s voice climbed to a mouselike pitch. “Shit shit shit.”
Bouncing out of the driveway and back to the road without so much as a glance for oncoming traffic, he made a sharp right and scooped up the phone again.
“Come on, pal, hang with me here.” He hit redial with his thumb. The phone rang six times before going to voice mail.
Then the message—“Hey, it’s Mark. If you’ve got something interesting to say, say it after the beep. Otherwise, don’t waste my time.”
Pete didn’t know whether to laugh or scream his lungs out. Vintage Mark, that message. All attitude, but all bluster. I know it, his friends know it. Everyone does. But damned if he isn’t hilarious sometimes.
Rolling through the toxic puddles that swelled out of the overwhelmed gutters, he tried redialing one more time. When it went to voice mail again, he ended the call and tried Kate instead.
She picked up immediately. “What’s happening?”
“He’s somewhere in Prince Park.”
“Prince Park?! What’s he—”
“He said Sharon wanted to go for a walk in the rain. Jesus, Kate, they’ve been out there for hours.” He broke into sobs, grief and misery coming out in a cresting tide. “He was throwing up blood, and he… he was confused.”
“No,” she said softly. “God, no…”
“I’m going to get him now. I’m gonna get him and bring him straight to County General. Him and Sharon both.”
“Do you know exactly where he is?”
“No, but I’m going to find him. Nothing’s gonna stop me.”
Taking the turn off Benton Boulevard too fast onto Juniper, which dipped sharply, the car began to hydroplane. Pete gunned the engine in a fury and spun the wheel until he was straight again. The little Prius fishtailed several times before steadying.
Sorry, Fate, not today, you heartless S.O.B.
In the next instant he slammed on the brakes. Juniper was the fastest route to Orchid Place and the park — and it was submerged in a long pool of irradiated rainfall.
“Oh, boy,” he said dully.
“What’s wrong?”
“The road’s flooded.”
“How bad?”
Bad enough, he wanted to say; transparent code for Too deep to drive through. The water would be up to the windows, he guessed. At least.
Fate.
Fate laughing.
Doing its best to see that I fail… and that my boy dies.
No.
Not today, pal. Not today…
“If I go slow… come on, I know the rule.”
“What are you talking about?” Kate asked.
Pete was already rolling the car forward, tapping the brakes as he eased into the toxic solution.
“If you drive slowly and steadily without coming to a complete stop, a car can make it through a flooded area. If you stop, some kind of vacuum is created where water gets sucked back into the tailpipe and makes the engine stall. Something like that.”
His heart was pounding like a lunatic trying to get out of his padded cell. Please let me be right about this. Oh, please… He’d had a friend back in college who knew all about cars — Freddie Carter, an Alabama redneck who had an eidetic memory and a gift for figures. Most of Pete’s other Columbia school chums resented the hell out of him because their parents’ money couldn’t get them what Freddie had been born with. But Pete liked the kid and his peculiar yet charming combination of natural genius and easy, down-home simplicity. He told me something like, “If you just keep moving, you won’t stall out.” Pete prayed his memory wasn’t faulty.
“Pete… you need to be careful,” Kate said.
“I’m being careful, I promise. Super careful.”
He tried to guess how deep the water would be at the lowest part of the road. It was already at the bottom of the doors — he could hear it sloshing against the panels. Trying to get in, he thought. Wanting to. Like a thousand hands, reaching for me. He knew the car was sealed underneath; or, at least, he was pretty sure. If I feel so much as a drop, I’m gunning the engine. I don’t care what Freddie said.
The water reached a point about halfway up the door, and between that and the unremitting rainfall, it felt like driving through a giant, half-filled bathtub with the shower running.
A burbling noise came from under the hood. Pete didn’t need Freddie Carter sitting in the passenger seat to get a general idea of what was happening. Water’s in there now. Engines aren’t supposed to be immersed this long. An odor rose, sharp, steely, bitter. It reminded him of something in his home office. The toner on the laser printer. Oh, no…
“Pete?” his wife called out in his ear.
“What?” he replied, trying to sound calm.
“How are you doing?”
He forced himself to look, glancing from the very corner of his periphery, and had to summon all remaining strength to suppress a scream when he saw the water rippling just inches from the base of the windows. Jesus, I’m right in the middle of it. It’s all around me.
“I’m, uh…” His throat had gone as dry as an old chimney liner. “I’m getting there. Just a little more. A little more and I’ll—”
The motor puttered out.
The car stopped dead.
* * *
“Oh, no. No-no-no.”
“What’s wrong?” Kate asked. Her panic had been under the surface before; evident but still a shadow, like the shape of a fish swimming under the frozen surface of a lake. Now it burst forth. “Tell me!”
“The damned car died!”
“Pete!”
He let out a fiery string of profanities that would’ve melted a stone effigy and hammered the gas pedal repeatedly while twisting the key back and forth.
“Start, you pile of shit! Start!”
At first, the engine sounded like it wanted to turn over but couldn’t. Then it gave up and issued nothing but muted, achromatic clicks in response to each turn of the key.
Pete was about to curse Freddie Carter to hell when he remembered reading something in the owner’s manual, something about hybrid or wholly electric vehicles being less tolerant of flood conditions than cars with standard engines.
Fate… Fate laughing.
“Pete, what’s happening?!”
The sound of trickling water drew his attention to the driver’s side door; he looked and saw the first pernicious streams worm their way through the window seal and race down the glass. For a moment his mind was paralyzed by the unreality of his circumstances. He seemed to be floating around his body rather than settled squarely within it, as if the spiritual had become unmoored from the physical but had not drifted too far off. In spite of the sizzling rain spatter and the lapping of the tiny waves against the metal shell around him, he felt a distinct sense of quiet that was almost peaceful.
Kate’s voice cut through him like an air horn. “Pete, answer me!”
The tortured emotions that had been rising steadily throughout the day came together in a flash-point burst. “I’ll tell you what’s happening, dammit!” Pete said forcefully. “I’m going to save my son’s life — right now!”
Yanking at the handle, he threw his bulk against the door. For a long moment, it resisted his pressure, then cracked open, admitting a deluge of liquid radiation.
“Uh, oh — what’s that noise I’m hearing?” Kate’s voice was steady again.
Snatching the phone and the paint mask from the passenger seat, he held them high as he wiggled his way out of the car. For just a moment, he considered how absurd it was to wear the mask when everything else would become steeped with irradiated water. This bit of understandable logic, however, didn’t prevent him from bringing it along anyway.
Once outside, his jeans instantly turned about ten shades darker, and the chill that spread through his crotch gave him a wicked case of the tremors.
“That’s water, darling. Very nasty water.”
“Pete, are you crazy?!”
“Don’t worry. I’m going to be all right.”
He slipped the mask on. The water in the “puddle” was about even with his hips; he began gliding through it like a runner in slow motion.
“I’m going to get him, Kate!” he said through the mask, hearing how it muffled his voice. He was grinning broadly; the smile of a madman who has reached a level of comfort with his neuroses.
“I know I can count on you, honey. But don’t be dumb! Get out of the rain!”
“What am I supposed to do, just sit there? The bleeding car stopped working!”
“Then how are you going to bring Mark and Sharon to the hospital?”
The road beneath his submerged feet was beginning to rise again, and Prince Field would come into view when he reached the peak. I’ll be able to wash all of this off, he told himself. I’ll be fine.
“I have a plan for that, too,” he said, nodding. “There are lots of houses around, and I’m sure that some of them are occupied. One of our fellow citizens is going to give us a ride whether they like it or not. At the very least, they’ll be loaning me their vehicle for a little while.”
“What if they don’t? What if you can’t find anyone?”
“I’ll find someone.”
“Pete, I can still call Sarah. I’m sure she can do something.”
“It’s okay, Katie, I can do this. Just let me take—”
The span of time between the moment when his foot hooked the lip of the pothole and when his face hit the water was incredibly brief. It wasn’t the impact that made him lose his grip on the phone but rather the surprise. When the device went under, the connection to Pete’s headset, and thus to his wife, was instantly severed.
All four limbs flailed as he struggled to right himself. The mask twisted out of its base position, causing him to swallow what seemed like a gallon of rainwater. Then he hacked it back out along with a cloud of vomit.
When his head finally broke the surface, Pete released a scream that could’ve been heard in deep space. Then he spat repeatedly and vomited for the second time. The mask floated nearby, doing a graceful dipsy-doodle a few inches down. He ignored it and groped for the phone instead, but it was nowhere to be found.
All emotions fled his body except for a broiling, incandescent rage. Baring his teeth like a predator, he broke into a splashing run that had him out of the floodwaters and onto solid ground in seconds. Then the dizziness — powerful and unyielding — took over, and the darkness began closing in.
He collapsed less than twenty feet from the road’s peak.
* * *
Kate dialed Sarah Redmond’s number.
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A sound cut through the inky, swirling blackness. It was a light and gentle sound, one that Emilio associated with happiness even though he couldn’t quite register it. He felt as if his brain had broken into four or five separate pieces; frontal lobe over here, parietal lobe over there, temporal lobe somewhere else. There was some remaining connection between them, but it was staticky and unreliable. The sound came again, sweet and promising.
Bing!
He knew that sound. He knew what it meant. He was sure of that. It meant… something. What? Why does it matter to me?
He was swimming now. No, spinning. No… floating.
Floating?
That wasn’t it, either. But it was close. He felt unhinged, unanchored from himself and from reality. And also—
Something’s wrong. Something’s very wrong.
Emilio tried to open his eyes. The lids felt like cast iron pivoting on rusted hinges. He managed to move them a little, but they shut again immediately, as if they didn’t want to be opened.
He forced them up once more, and at the same time became acutely aware of his breathing. It was as if opening his eyes had restarted his lungs. The darkness around him began to take on a dimness, like the dusky quality of the sky at the end of a long summer day. A weariness, as if all the world’s light has become too exhausted to go on.
Where am I?
He heard another sound, something rough and unsettling, like sandpaper being pushed slowly over old wood.
Breathing. It’s me, breathing.
That didn’t make sense. He sounded like someone in the waning years of a life marred by hard drinking and cigarettes and maybe some narcotics thrown in here and there. Someone who never exercised, and spent years painting cars in an auto-body shop or installing asbestos insulation back in the old days when real men didn’t wear protective gear.
He tried drawing in a lungful of air and the resulting pain in his chest was beyond belief. He jerked into a fetal position; the swirling sensation returned with such force that he was certain he was going to pass out. He decided to lay still for a few moments, taking only short, halting breaths and attempting to organize his thoughts. This second task was particularly difficult. They were like fireflies, drawing restless glow-lines in the darkness but impossible to collect and coordinate.
What’s wrong with me?
The happy sound came again.
Bing!
He knew he had to respond to it. It was an important sound. It meant something.
He needed to appraise his surroundings, he decided. He managed to open his eyes again, and keep them open this time. But, just as before, nothing was visible. Wherever he was, there were no lights on.
Keep your eyes open. Let them adjust.
He waited until, finally, shapes began to emerge from the gloom. Lines running up and down, lines running left to right. Some were fat, some thin. None seemed to add up to anything, except that there was a checkerboard hovering up high.
A checkerboard?
A grid pattern. Dark lines, light squares.
The rest of his body began to wake. There was pain everywhere, strong enough that he wished he could stop it as easily as closing his eyes had cut off his sight. His head felt like a rock with cracks running all through it, as if one light tap from a mallet would cause it to crumble into a thousand pieces. A rhythmic throb was pounding away, steady in time but not in volume; some of the more emphatic pulses made him twitch and tremble. Please make it stop, oh, God, please.
He detected an unusual scent, one that he felt held some special meaning for him. It’s called… The word began with a T, he was pretty sure. Turp… tarp… trip. No, not… Turkish, Turkey… Dammit.
Something warm and wet slid down his forehead. I’m sweating, and… I’m feverish. I can feel the heat. I have a fever.
The next thought came together easily—I have to get help. I’m an EMT and I know these things. You have to get the patient to the hospital as soon as possible. You have to get the patient to the…
Turpentine!
The image of an elderly man flashed through his mind. Grandpa. Yes… but also no. It was him, but it was someone else as well. An overlay, like in those CGI time-lapse transitions where the face of one person morphs into that of another. Who…? The man was wearing navy blue coveralls, dusty at the knees. A kind face, round and soft. Glasses, wire-rimmed and inexpensive. Always round.
A ferocious beat boomed in his head and the bodyquake that followed awakened injuries both large and small. Emilio moaned and cried out. There seemed to be something everywhere — arms, legs, chest, shoulders, knees, elbows, neck…
What happened? Why am I—
Vomit charged up his throat, and he turned his head as quickly as he could. It splashed onto the floor with a horrific sound. Now his stomach felt as though it’d been kicked by a horse. He lay motionless for a time, breathing and moaning in equal measure.
The janitor. The high school janitor, Mr. Tilton. “TT,” they used to call him.
This was the blockage in his thoughts, and now that it had cleared, the details began marching in.
I’m in the janitor’s workroom, where the boilers are… I was on a ladder and I fell… I was trying to close the windows because of the storm… because… because…
A luminous terror took up residence inside him.
The radiation!
And the sound. That sweet sound — a text message from Sarah!
The phone was somewhere in his suit, in one of the pockets. He wasn’t sure which — when he was walking, he kept it in a back pocket. When he was sitting, however, he transferred it to the front. He had to find it.
He still couldn’t see much, but now he realized that was because the sun was beginning to set on this nightmare of a day. The checkerboard pattern that seemed to be floating overhead was the plane of ceiling windows, he saw. The dying light made the windows pale and faint, and soon they’d disappear altogether. Pitch-black, he thought. I’ve got to get my phone before that happens.
His EMT training chimed in—Don’t move the patient until help arrives. The irony was not lost on him. How many times had he said that to someone over the phone? How many times had he sped to the site of an accident thinking, Please, God, don’t let anyone be stupid enough to move the patient.
He focused on Sarah again — on her infinite kindness, the remarkable strength that surfaced no matter how formidable the situation, and the smile that never failed to launch a flutter in his stomach. I’m going to do this. I’m going to do it.
Emilio was fairly certain his left shoulder was either broken or dislocated. He lifted his right arm, which was a struggle because it felt like it was filled with concrete, and slowly worked his hand under the long flap that protected the suit’s vertical zipper. Pulling the slider down was ridiculously agonizing; he had to stop every few inches to catch his breath. When it was finally low enough, he slipped his hand into the right pocket of his jeans.
The phone was not there.
Cursing in a croaking whisper, he girded himself for what he knew was coming.
Twisting his torso to reach his back pocket launched fresh currents of torment. He screamed without caring if anyone heard. He had to make repeated attempts, each one stretching his damaged muscles and tendons a little further. By the time he finally anchored his thumb on the pocket flap, tears were running down his cheeks.
The phone wasn’t there, either.
It had to be in one of the pockets on the other side.
Oh no…

25

Marla burst into Corwin’s office not really expecting to find him there; it was simply where she’d decided to begin looking. Yet there he was, sitting at his computer, typing away serenely.
He turned to her in a casual and unhurried manner, as if her arrival was entirely expected. She was stunned by his sallow appearance. He’s aged ten years since this morning, she thought. He was still wearing the navy blazer with the gold buttons that underscored his privileged pedigree, still had the glistening Rolex. But his eyes, so bright and lively before, now had dark bags beneath them, and his single-sweep Ivy League hairstyle was no longer anywhere close to immaculate.
“I know about the plan to stop the leak,” Marla said. “By reopening the sluice gate manually.”
“It’s not a sluice gate, it’s an alternating gate. Similar in operation to that of carburetors in older cars. But you’ve got the basics of it. There’s no other option. We’ve explored them all.”
“And you’re going to do it. You, by yourself. That was the gist of your text message to Ted Ellerton as I understood it. Am I right?”
He put his hands up in a gesture of surrender and said, “I certainly can’t ask someone else, can I?” Then he returned to his typing.
She couldn’t decide at this point if he was being melodramatic or sincere, if he really was planning to go through with this or just playing her in some way.
“It’s a suicide mission.”
Corwin’s fingers stopped again, hovering over the keyboard.
“Possibly.”
“Possibly? How can any protective equipment keep you alive in there?”
“I don’t… I have to try,” he said wearily.
Marla got into the chair directly across from him. “Are you serious about this, or is it some kind of PR thing?”
She saw his jaw tighten just slightly, and for a moment real anger danced in his eyes. Not enough, though, to eclipse the resignation that had settled there.
“It’s bad enough that it has to be done, please don’t make it any harder.” He went back to typing once again. “Now, please, let me finish this.”
“The thought of dying doesn’t bother you?”
“My life’s been over for a while,” he said, giving her one of the most miserable smiles she’d ever seen. “Since the lightning strike, really. The people who have already died, those who will survive but whose health will be permanently compromised — how could anyone live with that burden? Not to mention the years of lawsuits and the public outcry and hatred that are headed my way.” He shook his head. “This has to be done, and it has to be done by me.”
The finality in his voice lingered between them as the typing went on. From all outward appearances, he could have been preparing some banal memorandum. Marla watched for a time without a word. She had encountered just two other people facing imminent death before — a Native American on death row for killing two men in a bar fight, and a soldier on sentry duty in Fallujah. The latter had been chatting amiably with her about his parents’ deli back in Akron, when a bullet zipped out of the darkness and punched a hole through his heart. He died less than two minutes later, after choking his final thoughts into the voice-memo app on her iPhone.
She’d also investigated a clinic in Alabama, trying to determine if patients were getting all the medications they needed or if members of the staff — including the hospital’s president and CEO — were selling most of it to the Asian black market. That had kept her around the terminally ill for weeks. And the one thing they’d all had in common was an open acknowledgment of their fate. She sensed similar resignation in the man sitting across from her now, but she still couldn’t quite get her mind around the implied nobility of it and the man she believed him to be. This conflict still made her wonder if the guy had some kind of plan in place. A way, perhaps, of halting the leak while only making it appear as though he had valiantly put his life on the line.
“If you’re successful,” she said, “you’ll be a hero. They’ll write poems and sing songs about you.”
She waited for a reaction that she could read and analyze, but none came.
“All that stuff about the radiation-sickness cases and the lawsuits—” she went on, “it’ll all be erased, and you know it. Worst-case scenario, some people might say, ‘Yeah, some of the things he and his father did caused the accident, but at the end of the day he did the right thing.’ And that will forgive all offenses.”
Again no response, like she wasn’t even in the room.
Time to take a gamble, she thought, and cut right to the truth. “Is it possible you’re just being a coward? Just trying to find an easy way out?”
Corwin stopped yet again, and when he faced her this time there was none of the anger that seemed to be swimming just below the surface before. There was only hurt now — and deep hurt at that.
“Marla, please,” he said wearily. “Please let me finish.”
Her mind was reeling now, struggling to recalculate the situation. There was no way his anguish was manufactured. She had seen enough suffering for a thousand lifetimes and had developed a strong sensitivity to its counterfeit. Corwin was not faking.
How can that be? How can a man in his position, who willingly hid all the things I saw today…
Then the realization struck, and all the pieces came flying together like reversed footage of glass breaking. And in that instant, she saw everything.
“It was you.”
The pause in Corwin’s typing was so negligible — as if he felt he was about to sneeze, but did not — that Marla almost missed it.
“My God, Ted Ellerton was your front man. Of course…” Her voice was rising as her thoughts gathered steam, “There’s no way he could have gathered all that information on his own, even as a security guard. He would have needed help from someone at a higher level. Much higher. He first contacted me last December, about leaks that were covered up the previous year.”
“The last such incident on my father’s watch,” Corwin said.
“You gave Ellerton that information and told him to give it to me.”
“Yes.”
“So that story about his uncle working here, that was just—”
“No, that was the truth. His Uncle Butch worked here for more than twenty years. A model employee and a wonderful man.”
“And the throat cancer?”
Corwin nodded. “He developed it here. I have the paperwork proving it — paperwork my father hid during the investigation. And now you have it as well.”
Marla opened her mouth to say more, then closed it again. A dozen other questions were jockeying for priority in her mind.
Finally, she said, “Why did you do all this?”
Corwin printed the document and then stood. He retrieved the sheets with shaking hands, tri-folded them, and slipped them into an envelope. Then he wrote a name on it that Marla couldn’t see.
“There isn’t time to explain,” he replied, “but take this…”
He reached toward a column of other envelopes that lay on his desk, arranged like louvered blades. He set the one he’d just finished at the top. Then he selected another somewhere near the middle and held it out. Marla’s full name was written across the front in his neat print. She glanced at the names on the other envelopes and recognized two: Corwin’s ex-wife, Gloria, and Ted Ellerton.
“Everything you need is right here,” he said. “The answers to all your remaining questions.”
“That’s it?” she asked as Corwin reached over and turned off his computer.
“Excuse me?”
“Now you just go out there and… that’s it?”
He sighed. “That’s it.”
She got up quickly, shaking her head. “No, come on. There must be another way. There has to be. There are always options.”
“Not today.”
“Andrew…”
He put a hand up defensively. “Please, this is… it’s hard enough.” A tear slid down his cheek. “It has to be done. It has to be. So I’m doing it.”
As he turned to go, she held up the letter and said, “Whatever it is you want me to do, I’m sure I can do it a lot more effectively with your help.”
Corwin stopped at the door, his body so limp she wasn’t sure how he was remaining upright. Marla would remember this pose of complete resignation for the rest of her life.
“Just make sure you tell the public everything,” he said, turning back. “Promise me. I know it’s your job to do that, and I know you’re good for your word. I just need to hear it for my own peace of mind. Promise me.”
Marla nodded. “You have my word.”
“Thanks,” he said. Then he was gone.
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Sarah sat at her desk with the cordless phone to her ear, but her attention was focused on the cellphone that lay stubbornly silent nearby.
“I’m sorry,” she said, shaking out of her trance. “What was that, Sergeant?” Sergeant Pitt, she had come to learn.
“I said we’re finished with Barrett Street,” came Pitt’s young voice. “We’re now turning onto Porridge.”
“Okay…” She yanked the cap off the highlighter and drew a thick line over Barrett Street on the map in front of her. “Got it.”
“Ma’am? Are you sure this connection is good?”
“Hmm?”
“That’s the fourth time you’ve asked me to repeat myself.”
She didn’t need an interpreter to catch the subtext—Do I have your full focus? Because if I don’t, that’s a problem that’ll require a call to the general…
“I’m sorry, Sergeant, there does seem to be an intermittent breakup of your voice. But since I don’t know if the cause of the problem is on your side or mine, and given how jammed the lines are right now, I’d rather not risk trying a new call. Let’s just do our best, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She wasn’t sure if he believed her, but she was sure she didn’t give a hoot. She couldn’t remember the last time this many hours had passed without some kind of contact from Emilio. I’m sure he’s busy, particularly now that the evacuations are in full swing. But still.
She forced her thoughts back to the map and, more to the point, the master list of Silver Lake residents she’d printed earlier in the day. She was amazed both by how many names she recognized and how many she did not. Many now had lines through them; people who had already been picked up and shipped out by the evac trucks.
“First family on Porridge is the Mendhams,” Pitt said. Sarah could hear a big diesel engine chugging in the background. “House number eight on the east side.”
She flipped to page sixteen. “The Mendhams, okay… family of three — Robert, fifty-one, Jane, fifty, and a son, Paul, seventeen.”
“They’re coming out right now.”
There was a pause here — a standard feature of the rhythm they’d developed — then the kid continued with, “Okay, they’re aboard. They’ve received their masks and appear to be — wait… yes, my corporal is reporting that they’re fine. Ready to go.”
Sarah crossed the names out. “Good, thank you. Next should be—”
“Ms. Redmond?”
The voice — which did not come through the phone but rather right in front of her — was deep enough to fill the room. Looking up, she saw a black woman at least six and a half feet tall, dressed in a camouflage uniform. She had tight curly hair and a drawn, longish face that made her appear perpetually sad. In one of her sizable hands was a portable dosimeter in a black case.
“Sergeant?” Sarah said into the phone.
“Right here.”
“I’ll be with you in a second. Please carry on with the evacuation.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Addressing her visitor directly, she said, “Can I help you?”
“I’m Captain Beverly Price.” The voice was unusually low for a female and quite powerful.
Sarah nodded once. “Hello.”
“Hello. Ma’am, this building is no longer safe for human habitation. I’m going to have to ask you to come with me.”
Sarah’s first instinct, no doubt sharpened by her dealings with General Conover, was to argue. She’s being conservative and overcautious, I can tell, and I’ve got too much to do here. Then common sense weighed in, reminding her that neither Conover nor this woman had any control over the amount of radiation that was floating around the chambers and hallways of the municipal complex.
“Okay, Captain, I understand.”
“There’s a helicopter in the courtyard, waiting to take you to the refugee station we’ve set up outside the exclusion zone.”
Sarah’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “A helicopter?”
“Yes, ma’am. The general wants to get you there as soon as possible to help coordinate the post-evacuation activities.”
How is that going to look to the rest of the town? Sarah wondered. Regardless of her VIP status — thanks to the power she was currently wielding and her accurate perspective on the overall situation — she worried if there was something cowardly about flying off to safety while so many residents were still waiting for the evac trucks to show up.
“Does it have to be a helicopter? Can’t I just go in one of the trucks like everyone else?”
Price shrugged. “I’m sorry, ma’am, those are the general’s orders. I cannot modify them.”
Sarah nodded reluctantly. “All right, fine.”
Another young officer entered the room, smaller than Price and wearing a round military cap that matched the camo uniform. His wire-rimmed glasses made him look more like a bank clerk than a solider. After a curt salute, he reported that all other municipal employees had been evacuated from the building.
“Except for these two,” he said, gesturing to Magnus and Harris, who were standing by the doorway peering in.
“You both really need to go now,” Sarah told them.
“Don’t you need anything else from us?” Harris asked.
“I can handle it from here. Your families are waiting for you.” Sarah smiled. “You’ve earned your pay for the week, I’d say.”
“Ma’am,” the captain urged, tapping her chronograph.
“Right.” Sarah gestured with her chin to her coworkers. “Go on, you two. I’ll catch up with you later.”
The bank-clerk officer shuffled them away and Sarah began gathering what she needed to take with her while Price looked on impatiently. Her iPad, the resident list, four maps, laptop, her personal notebook, and two emergency-response manuals went into her messenger bag. Her phone, which she took a moment to check again — still nothing from her husband — went into her pocket. In spite of the fact that all of this took no more than two minutes, Price looked like she was ready to spit fire.
“Okay,” Sarah said, “lead the way.”
* * *
“This is how it works,” Price said as they reached the bottom floor. “You’ll see two men at the back exit, both wearing radiation suits. One will hand you an oxygen mask, which you’ll need to hold tight over your nose and mouth. Try to breathe normally.”
“All right.”
“Once you’ve got the mask in place, the other soldier will throw a large, clear plastic sheet over you, open the door, and guide you to the helicopter, which will be about forty feet straight ahead.” They were halfway down an echoey corridor, which ended with a right turn. Caged emergency lights glowed from high along the walls. Sarah had been in this part of the building only a few times over the years and never really became familiar with it. Now, like everything else today, it’s part of a litany of new experiences. Lucky me…
She pointed to her ear. “How come I can’t hear the ’copter yet? I know the door down here is shut, but aren’t they noisy as all hell?”
“The downwash caused by the rotor would blow the radiation around even more,” Price said, “and it’s bad enough already. So the ’copter’s off. The pilot will get it going after you’re inside.”
They turned the corner, and at the end of the second hallway she saw two figures in vivid yellow. Their suits were more advanced than those stocked by the town and had the form-fitting characteristics of light armor. The head covering wasn’t a loose, cylindrical enclosure with a clear viewing pane but an actual helmet. The faceplate was opaque when viewed from the outside, concealing all sense of who was behind it. Gloves and boots were dark in contrast to the rest of the outfit, making Sarah wonder if the designer’s decision to match these accessories had been a fashion concern.
The anonymous figure on the left came forward with the oxygen mask just as Sarah’s cellphone rang. She held up one hand to stop the soldier while she fished the device out of her pocket at light speed. Kate Soames’s name on the screen was, frankly, a disappointment.
“Hello?”
“S-Sarah…” The wobble in Kate’s voice, which was choked with tears, made her difficult to understand.
“Kate, what’s wrong?”
“It’s Pete and Mark — they’re out there! Sharon Blake, too!”
“What? Out where?”
“In the storm!”
“What?!”
“Mark went with Sharon to Prince Field to take a walk!” The words came out in a wild flow, all but racing over one another. “They didn’t know about the radiation!”
“Okay, slow down, I can’t—”
“—went to find them. Then he got caught in the flooding on Juniper and we got cut off!”
“All right, where are they now? Do you know?”
“Somewhere over by the field.”
“Prince?”
“Yes. Sarah, please — please send someone over there. Just… please do something!”
“Okay, stay by the phone. I’m going to go up in a helicopter to look for them!”
“Okay, all right…”
“I’ll call you back ASAP.”
She ended the call and turned to Price, who looked tremendously unhappy. The figure in the radiation suit with the oxygen mask was frozen in place, waiting to see where this went.
“You shouldn’t have said that,” Price told her.
“I have three residents out there in the storm and a helicopter standing by outside. Now, are we here to rescue people or not?”
“My duties are very clear, ma’am.”
“So are mine, ma’am.”
A staring match ensued, during which neither side flinched for what seemed like an eternity.
Price put her hands on her hips. “If I countermand the general’s orders, I—”
“The governor can do it, right?”
“What?”
“Governor Kent. He can override the general, is that correct?”
“Of course, but—”
Sarah put her hand out. “Give me your cellphone.”
“Excuse me?”
“Your phone, I’m going to call the governor right now.”
“Is something wrong with your phone?”
“No, but you’ll see why in a minute.”
“Ma’am, we—”
“We’re wasting time, Captain!” she barked. “Now give me your goddamn phone!”
That fire-spitting look settled onto Price’s face again. She reached around the back of her belt — slowly, as if she was being held at gunpoint and didn’t want to alarm her assailant — and removed the phone from its holster.
Sarah tapped in the number from memory and walked a good distance away from the others. It rang several times with no answer, and she was afraid she’d have to strong-arm Price into seeing things her way, which she intuitively felt might be outside the realm of the possible now. Then a click, and finally the governor’s voice, harsh and curt and so obviously intended to put people off balance—
“Curtis Kent.”
“Governor? It’s Sarah Redmond.”
“Hello, Missus Mayor. I understand the evacuations are progressing smoothly.”
“Yes, so far so good. I’m sorry, Governor, but I don’t have a lot of time and I know you’re busy as well, so I’ll get right to my point — I need a favor.”
“Oh?”
She went over the details quickly, leaving out the fact that she and Kate Soames had become good friends over the last few years. The more objective the better, she thought.
When she was finished, Kent said, “Well, doesn’t the Guard have evac vehicles in the vicinity of this field?”
“They’ve already done that part of town. To go back over there would take one unit away from wherever they are now. Also, the only road to the field is flooded and, apparently, there’s a submerged car in the way.”
“Then the general can call out another bird.”
Sarah blanched at the colloquialism. It was no secret that Kent never spent a day of his life in the military, and in fact there were unsubstantiated but persistent rumors that he had participated in a few anti-Vietnam demonstrations in the late sixties and early seventies. Yet since his ascension to the gubernatorial throne, he never passed up an opportunity to demonstrate his solidarity with the nation’s armed forces — and one of the laziest methods of doing so, Sarah had noticed, was casual usage of the lingo.
“Even if he decides to do that, Governor, it will take time for it to get here from the base, and these people have been out there for hours. There’s really no spare time left. We have a helicopter here and now, ready to go.”
“I’m sorry, Sarah, but I can’t sign off on this.”
“May I ask why?”
He paused, and in that hesitation she could hear the gears of his political brain turning—If I give her the go on this, she’ll look like a hero. MAYOR-FOR-A-DAY RISKS LIFE TO SAVE RESIDENTS. That was the kind of publicity that moved people up the political ladder at a healthy clip; career-changing publicity. And there wouldn’t be any room in the story for him, Sarah realized, and wished she had thought of a way to address that before making the call. Would he allow three voters to suffer even a minute longer than necessary just to avoid letting a rival score a few points?
Son of a bitch…
“It’s too risky for you,” he said finally.
“I’ll be in a sealed helicopter with an oxygen m—”
“And overriding the general sets a very bad precedent.”
“You’ve done it before,” she pointed out, “so the precedent has already been set.”
“Look—” He was angry now. Frustrated by my refusal to play along. “I’m sorry. The answer’s no.”
“Maybe this will change your mind…”
She had her own phone out and the voice-memo app open. She hit the file “MEMO3” and held the phones together. The earlier dialog between the two of them came out as clear as daylight—
“… I believe you know that I have been supportive of the nuclear-energy industry in this state from the beginning, correct?”
“Yes. I’m aware that that’s been your stance on the issue.”
“And a thing like this, like what’s happened today, can backfire on a person in my position very easily.”
“Sir, I’m sorry, but I really have to—”
“Just hold your horses. What I’m trying to say is that I would be grateful to you if you would make certain to let the media know how cooperative and effective I have been to you throughout this crisis.”
(pause)
“Sarah? Are you there?”
“Yes, yes. I’m here. And I understand what you’re saying. But… you wouldn’t not mobilize the Guard, would you? That’s pretty much standard procedure here, right? I mean, how would it look if—”
“No, not that. Of course I’m sending in the Guard. I’m just as concerned about the welfare of your citizenry as you are. No, I’m talking about the other things.”
“Other things?”
“You might just come out of this mess looking like the hero of the day. And if that’s the case, it would be to my great benefit to be touted by you as your vice-hero, particularly with election season looming on the horizon. You’re understanding me so far, right?”
“Yes, I get it.”
“And you need to remember that the media’s a funny kind of animal. One moment it’s rubbing up against you like a kitten, the next it’s turned into a fully grown lion that’s trying to rip your throat out. Doesn’t matter what side you’re on. Doesn’t matter what the truth happens to be.”
“I’ve experienced my share of—”
“Of course, many of those same media people are old friends of mine, so I do have something of an advantage over, say, someone who’s a bit lower down the ladder. And of course, it’s always nice to be able to call in a favor or two if I need to cover my ass… or go after someone else’s.”
Sarah hit “stop” and brought Price’s phone back to her ear.
“Governor?”
“Yes.” The voice had undergone a radical change. The charm was back in its box; its user had clearly decided it wasn’t going to be of any value now. Taking its place was an unabashed inhumanity that chilled Sarah to her core. This is how he did it, she thought. This is how he got to the top of his game. There’s a monster inside — and I just gave it a good kick. The flat, deadly tone in which he’d said that single word was all the proof she needed.
“I don’t know all of those old media friends of yours,” Sarah went on, “but I do know there are others who aren’t as friendly as you would like, and I’m sure most of them would find your remarks from earlier today fairly interesting. Now, do you understand me so far?”
“Yes.”
“Terrific — then listen carefully…”
* * *
The helicopter lifted out of the courtyard ten minutes later with Sarah in the passenger seat, then turned due south, toward Prince Field.
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Text message from Sarah Redmond to Emilio Rodriguez, 6:14 P.M.
Hey honey, you’ve really got me worried… Could you let me know that you’re all right when you get a moment?

Text message from Sarah Redmond to Emilio Rodriguez, 6:31 P.M.
Hey, they’re telling me it’s time to leave the building and that there’s a helicopter waiting for me! Text me back and let me know where you are. I love you!

Text message from Sarah Redmond to Emilio Rodriguez, 7:02 P.M.
Change of plans — we’re taking the helicopter to find Pete and Mark Soames, and Sharon Blake. They all got caught in the storm. I hope they’re okay. And I hope YOU’RE okay, too. PLEASE text me back or call me when you get a moment. I’m sure you’re busy, but I’m starting to get a little scared now. I love you SO MUCH.

Text message from Sarah Redmond to Tim Evans (Director of EMT Services), 7:12 P.M.
Hi Tim. It’s Sarah R. Have you heard from Emilio? He hasn’t been in touch with me in a while, and that’s very unusual for him.

Text message from Tim Evans to Sarah Redmond, 7:13 P.M.
Umm… yikes, I was just about to ask you the same thing.

* * *
He heard every cheerful bing! in a muted, distant fashion, like a pinpoint of light at the end of a long tunnel. She’s trying to reach me. The messages were arriving with increasing frequency, although he only knew this in a general sense; his thoughts remained too muddled for greater precision.
I have to respond. I have to—
Get help.
I need help.
Help me, please… Sarah…
He knew the cellphone was his only chance, and he was absolutely certain it was in the front left pocket of his pants. But it might as well have been on the other side of the planet, for he was also reasonably certain the humerus bone on that side had become detached from the scapula — a classic dislocated shoulder — and that his left wrist and possibly both the radius and the ulna in that forearm were fractured. If I move… the smallest movement…
No choice.
I have no choice.
“God…” he said in the voice of a ninety-year-old. Then he shut his eyes again and thought through every word of the Lord’s prayer.
* * *
He prepped further by taking several deep breaths. “Cleansing breaths,” he called them when trying to soothe his patients, but there was nothing remotely cleansing about those he labored to produce now. Each one carried a wheezing rasp that told him there was something seriously wrong with his respiratory system.
First step was to roll onto his back. This couldn’t be done slowly, he decided. The broken bones and floating fragments would crunch around like potato chips wrapped in a towel. I’ve got to do it quickly, he told himself. One rapid motion, then it’ll be over.
He tested his right arm by flexing the fingers first; stretch and close… stretch and close… Then he rotated his hand and, finally, lifted his arm. He was momentarily alarmed by the crumpling sound that accompanied this until he realized it was nothing more than the protective suit’s brittle outer material. There was no discernible physical pain through any of this, which seemed like a minor victory.
Setting his gloved hand on the cracked and filthy concrete, Emilio steeled his nerves and pushed off hard. Brilliant agony raced from his left arm through the rest of him with electric speed, stopping at the nerve center of his brain and ringing it like a carnival bell. The scream he let out was a single gruesome note at the peak of his register. The damaged arm lay motionless beside him, feeling like a sock full of broken glass.
He paused again to let his traumatized system recover. Perspiration streaked down the sides of his head, some of it running into his ears and behind his neck. Something very similar often happened on warm nights while he was lying in bed, and it drove him crazy. Today, however, he barely noticed.
Next he had to get the suit open. This was simple enough in theory, but it would leave him fully exposed to the irradiated rainfall that was still coming through the windows overhead…
There’s no choice.
No choice.
Using his right arm, he felt around under the front flap of the head-covering until he found the plastic slider of the suit’s zipper, which was parked all the way at the top of the strip. He brought it down slowly so it wouldn’t snag on his EMT uniform. Cool air rushed greedily around his body like a living thing, and it felt amazing. He got the zipper as far as the middle of his thigh but could stretch no further.
He had to stop and catch his breath again, and the fact that he was growing winded so easily set off alarm bells. I need air. Good air. He remembered the mask — he had been wearing an oxygen mask, to protect himself against the… the bad air.
What happened to it?
His good arm flailed around on the floor, seeking the mask. There was nothing on the concrete but puddles.
Could it still be…?
“Oh, no,” he said aloud.
Lifting his hand to his head, Emilio immediately discovered the mask, protruding like a giant wart from right side of his face. Exploring further, he found that it was still attached to its rubber straps, one stretched over the bridge of his nose and the other in a broad stripe across his forehead.
I can’t feel it… There’s no feeling in my face.
He probed around with his fingers to confirm the point. It was like pressing against the pliable rubber of a child’s doll.
Neuropathy. My God… The parts of his body exposed to the radiation were suffering a total loss of sensitivity. The nerves are dying.
He tried to move the mask back into place but it wouldn’t budge. Only after several attempts did he figure out he had to lift his head first. Adjusting the mask required significant stretching of the straps, a process he loathed under normal circumstances because it often produced mild rashes on the skin and painful pulls in the hair. This time he felt nothing at all. It was as if he was positioning the straps on a mannequin.
Once the mask was in place, he went back to the business of retrieving the phone. It had binged three more times since his second voyage back to consciousness, and it occurred to him that he hadn’t felt the sympathetic vibrations against his leg. From this he could only conclude that the neuropathy was gradually spreading to the rest of the body. Which makes perfect sense if you consider how much radiation you’ve probably absorbed into your lungs, which in turn has been seeping into your bloodstream, and then into your nervous system. And once it’s firmly rooted there, you will—
He forced himself to stop this train of thought and refocus on the current objective.
The phone is your only chance. The phone is your link to Sarah, and Sarah is your hope.
An image of her bloomed in his mind, sending warmth through him. She had always been his source of hope, his reason for rolling out of bed every morning. He had never told her in direct terms how deep the need had become. He never wanted her to feel burdened by his emotional dependence, fearing it would drive her out of his life forever.
Now he focused on her to the point where she and that accursed device became one in the same—get the phone… get Sarah… get the phone… get Sarah…
He managed to hook two fingers into the top corner of his left pants pocket, but the laws of physics prevented him from going any further. When a second, slightly more determined attempt achieved nothing, he wondered what would result from jerking the right side of his body toward the left. Might he be able to slip his hand into his pants?
What happened instead was an explosion of pain from the peak of his dislocated shoulder to the tips of his mangled fingers. His scream seemed to pass straight through the oxygen mask and rattle every loose object in the room.
Falling back to the floor, Emilio began softly sobbing. Although he had always been sensitive, he wasn’t much of a crier. He believed this was the result of years of harsh conditioning by a stepfather who loathed the sight of children grieving — his or anyone else’s. Even now the instinct to suppress any outward manifestation of despair was strong, but his suffering was stronger.
Even as he wept, he tried to think of other options, like lying flat and pushing his lower body upward in the hope that the cellphone would slide out under the influence of gravity.
There’s only one way, and you know it.
“No… dear God, no.”
His throat bobbed as he swallowed. He noticed that his right hand and left foot had begun to twitch. Involuntary tremors; the nervous system is breaking down. The seizures wouldn’t be far behind. His body was rebelling against the foreign elements invading it, and the body had about as much chance of emerging victorious as a unicyclist in a NASCAR race.
You have to get the phone.
You have to.
You’re running out of time.
He knew all this, even through the fog of disorder and misery.
He knew perfectly well what he had to do.
* * *
Emilio lay still for a time, gazing upward without really seeing anything, his thoughts moving about like a swarm of lazy fireflies. Breathing slowly and steadily, he made a conscious effort to attain a state of restfulness. He would need to summon all the energy he had left, all strength and resilience. He’d always had a high pain threshold, but he’d never really experienced torment like this before. During a soccer game in eighth grade, he’d sprained an ankle, and that had hurt like a mad bastard. But once the assistant coach rubbed some stuff on it and packed it with ice, the discomfort faded, and the next morning he’d barely felt a thing. He knew he wouldn’t be so lucky this time around.
He willed his left forefinger to move, just a twitch, a tiny up-and-down motion as if he’d just had the digit installed and was testing it out. The movement sent a bolt of heat shooting through him; the rest of his body quivered in response.
Jesus…
“Go slow,” he said into the darkness. It would hurt like hell either way, but if he went gradually, he would probably be able to handle it. This is not like a Band-Aid, where you rip it away in one stroke. At least that was the working theory, but who really knew? If one of his patients had tried to move a fractured wrist or a dislocated shoulder, he would’ve put them under sedation. And from that thought came the wish, more sincere than any before it, that he had a syringe loaded with morphine sulfate at his disposal. A barrelful of that stuff and he’d be doing one-handed push-ups on that side while the broken bones jutted through the skin like spear points.
As he lifted his left arm, arrows of pain began firing in all directions. Clenching his teeth, he moaned like an old ghost. The hand dangled downward on the flaccid hinge of the shattered wrist, and when the fingers finally lifted off the concrete and gravity stepped in, the sound in Emilio’s throat was remarkably similar to that of meat being fed through an industrial grinder.
He got the hand up to, and then onto, his hip, but could go no farther without a hiatus. His heart was buffeting at a psychotic pace. Tears and perspiration soaked him from the neck up. There was another lighthearted bing! This is hell, Emilio thought. If it exists, this is it.
In one swift movement, running against all the logic and strategy he’d so carefully considered, he worked the fingers of his left hand into the top of his pants pocket and used his right hand to shove it farther in. The resulting screams came from the very bottom of his soul. Gnashing his teeth, Emilio spun out a string of profanity that would’ve flushed the cheeks of an old whore. Nevertheless, he managed to seize the iPhone between thumb and forefinger and drag it free. Both the arm and the phone dropped to the floor.
It was time to breathe again.
* * *
The numbness was spreading fast. He no longer had sensation in his legs and hips, and felt nothing in the back of his head, where before the unyielding concrete had been a source of considerable discomfort. The rambling incongruity of his thoughts was also advancing, making it increasingly difficult to hang on to any rational notion. I have to do this now… NOW.
He stretched his good arm as far as it would go, and, in what had to be the only lucky break of the last few hours, found the phone with no particular difficulty. He brought it to his chest, stood it up, and thumbed the button on top. The screen came to life and two smiling faces appeared behind the bank of icons. It was a black-and-white photo he and Sarah had taken in a booth during a visit to the Jersey Shore. He’d scanned the image he liked best — the two of them perfectly equal in height and depth, which he always interpreted as a metaphor for the perfect equality they had fostered in their relationship, and grinning in a supremely contented way as if to tell the world, As long as I got him/her, I don’t need anything else.
For an instant, he felt the elation that always spread through his system when he saw her face. Then it was smothered by sheer horror when he realized he was having trouble seeing clearly. The image was blurring into unrecognizability, as was that of the icons, the phone itself, and the hand that held it. His immediate thought was that the tears from all that wussy-boy crying was responsible. But when he set the phone down flat, wiped both eyes thoroughly, and brought the phone up again, there was no improvement. If anything, it was worse.
Another round of tears threatened to break out, but he forced it back.
The message. Just send the message.
He was having trouble remembering the program. Notes? Notepad? No, that was on the other computer. The one in… In where? There’s another computer somewhere. Is it here? Maybe it’s…
No. Stop.
He looked over the icons, sure that one of them would spark the right memory. There was a blue one with a lowercase f. Facepack, he thought, knew it was wrong, then discarded it from his mind. There was a gray one with what looked kind of like a ship’s wheel. Settings. One was sky blue with the silhouetted profile of a little bird. Tweety, or Twitty; something like that. Others didn’t look familiar at all. And then, in the upper left, a green one with an empty word balloon, like in the comic strips.
“That’s it,” he said.
He tried to thumb it open but missed the first two times, opened two other apps whose purpose was not immediately obvious, and had to feel his way to the circular home button at the bottom in order to start again. When the messaging program finally launched and a blank text message zoomed up, he knew through pure intuition that he was in the right place.
Oh, God… those tiny letters…
It was the keyboard, he knew that much. Or keypad; one of those.
Now what do I say?
He gave it a moment’s thought, decided the shorter the better, then moved his shaking thumb to the first letter: i.
He brought the phone close to his face to see if he’d hit the right key, but it still looked as though he was peering through an ice cube. He moved the phone back a few inches, then side to side. Nothing helped.
I’ll remember, he told himself. I’ve done so many of these. My fingers will remember.
Which was true. He was a much bigger texter than caller. He knew people who hated texting but loved calling. (The same people, he had discovered through the years, generally didn’t care much for emailing, either.) He had sculpted a theory that callers had more aggressive personalities by nature, whereas texters (and emailers) were the more passive. He definitely put himself in the latter category, and for more reasons than just his communication preferences. He and Sarah spoke on the phone maybe twice a day, but they probably texted two or three dozen times. And he preferred to keep in touch with all his friends this way, too. So much more efficient than blabbing on the phone. A phone call more easily afforded the luxury of wasting time, whereas texting more or less forced you to get right to the point.
He moved the phone back into place and got the thumb moving again.
help me im at

A seizure grabbed him like a giant hand, twisting him into a fetal position while all four limbs quaked. A disorganized mass of facial muscles quivered and shuddered as if governed by a computer that had gone haywire. Emilio’s eyes blinked rapidly and his hands — broken and whole — flailed about like flags in a hurricane. As his chest tightened and his breath was choked off, his lips took on a bluish, corpselike hue. His teeth clamped together and raggedly sliced off a bit of his protruding tongue. Blood began to pour from the wound, running down his chin, creating the appearance of a carnivore in the full and lustful throes of the kill.
The episode lasted less than thirty seconds, and when it subsided Emilio was, miraculously, still clinging to consciousness. His breathing came now in staccato hitches, like a child settling down after a crying jag. His brain was so overloaded that it was barely receiving the pain signals from his shattered left arm. As his vision cleared, he perceived something beyond amazing — the phone, lying just inches away and still glowing.
A beacon of hope.
A gateway.
Back to Sarah.
Back to life.
He forced his body to move, determined not to give in to agony or fate or the outrageous circumstances that had put him here.
Grabbing the phone, he needed every fragment of willpower he had left to finish his message, type the first few letters of his wife’s name into the recipient box — knowing the trusty iPhone would fill in the rest — and hit SEND.
Emilio smiled. He had won.
Then the darkness took him once more, and all was quiet.
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They were flying low enough so that Sarah could almost feel the brush of the treetops on the helicopter’s underbelly. The man in the pilot’s seat, whose identity was obscured by his protective suit and mask, had not spoken a word telling her to strap in. She had seen the town after dark a thousand times, but never like this. The crazy aerial perspective was bizarre enough, but the emptiness, the stillness, the deadness of it…
The pilot switched on the searchlight as soon as they lifted off, directing the beam with a little joystick on the control panel. Sarah followed the bright circle with both intensity and a macabre fascination. There are no signs of life down there. Silver Lake is a ghost town.
The streetlights had come on, in accordance with their programming. The pallid sodium glow seemed particularly eerie tonight, shining on empty streets. There were no cars rolling along, carrying people returning from a long day’s work or a pleasant dinner, no cyclists or walkers with their dogs getting their evening exercise, no herds of noisy teenagers strutting about like they owned the world. The houses were all dark, their windows as blank as the eyes of the dead.
There’s nothing down there. Nothing at all.
“We are almost to Prince Park,” the pilot said. In spite of the continuing rain spatter and the steady thrum of the chopper’s blades, she could hear him clearly through the headset. “According to the information I have, it’s just over that rise.” He pointed straight ahead.
She nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”
“Ten-four.” He eased the stick forward and accelerated, causing the craft to tilt down slightly.
Sarah didn’t know Kate Soames well, categorized her more as an acquaintance than a friend. She’d believed, however, they could become closer if they spent a little more time together; the potential for that seemed to be there. Sarah had only met Kate’s husband a few times, but he seemed all right to her, possessed of a roughly equal supply of qualities she liked and those she didn’t. Kate’s older son, Mark, seemed a typical adolescent — rough on the surface, but with more underneath. The younger boy, Cary, with whom she had a playful rapport, was a doe-eyed darling.
What do I say to her if I find her husband and oldest son dead? How could she — how could anyone — possibly be comforted in such a situation? What are the right words?
The pilot came through the phones again—“Just so you know, ma’am, I have received word that the evacuation of the rest of the town is nearly complete.”
Sarah glanced at her watch.
“Right on schedule per General Conover,” she said. “Impressive, I have to admit.”
“He’s a very smart man. I believe you and he have had some exchanges, but he really does know what he’s doing.”
Sarah nodded. “I’m more aware of that than you might think. Anyway, what about the plant? The nuclear facility where all of this started?”
“It was one of the last locations on the planned route. We have two evac units there now.”
They rose above a tract of hardwood forest, then soared over a brief stretch of open grassland which was bordered by a road. The pilot worked the joystick and the searchlight followed the road as it curved through the landscape. Sarah leaned forward until her forehead was almost touching the slanted window. Every sense was operating at full capacity.
The searchlight struck something metallic and threw back a bright flash.
“There!” Sarah just about shouted this. “Did you see it?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I’ll bet that’s Peter Soames’s car.”
“Okay, let’s check it out.” The ’copter tilted downward and swooped toward the intersection.
Closer observation eliminated any doubt — the color and shape of the roof was that of a Prius, exactly where Kate said it would be. As they hovered, wrinkles in the water spread away from it in jittery, concentric circles.
“Move the light around,” Sarah ordered. “They’ve got to be here somewhere.”
Visibility was limited by the ongoing rainfall, which was as heavy as ever, and blown about by winds of indiscriminate direction. The searchlight moved off the Prius’s roof and started eastward, down Juniper, which flooding had turned into a broad river, erasing the line where the pavement ended and the grass began.
“No no,” Sarah said, pointing west. “They’ll be over there if they’re anywhere. If the car is here, then Peter went that way. That’s where the field is. He came to look for his son and his son’s friend.”
The pilot grunted in agreement and sent the beam of light in the other direction, scanning the parking lot, a jungle gym put up in 2008, a swing set that was at least twenty years older, two Porta-Johns, a pay phone—one of only two left in town, Sarah thought — and a little utility building. To the right of all this was a towering line of conifers, which had been planted back in the 1960s, and beyond those, the woods ran wild to the horizon.
“I don’t see anyone.”
Sarah shook her head. “I don’t either, but they have to be around here somewhere.”
“The wind’s getting worse, and I’m having enough trouble controlling this thing as it is. We won’t be able to stay out here much longer.”
“Okay, okay. Umm… do this — move the light back to the car, then away from it and toward the park very slowly.”
The pilot obeyed. “What’s the plan here?”
“I’m trying to think like Pete Soames. His wife said he got out of the car after the water got too high. So, presuming he wasn’t foolish enough to go back into the car, he would have walked toward the park because that’s where—oh, shit!”
Pete was there — a short distance from his engulfed vehicle, in a half-curled position, with one arm straight up as if reaching for something.
“Move down there!” Sarah shouted, “Quickly!”
“Four-four this is Baker Charlie,” the pilot said, and Sarah couldn’t help noticing that the people on the other end weren’t audible in her headset; she was being excluded from the conversation.
“We have located one of the three missing persons, copy?” There was a pause as he waited for a response. “Roger that, Peter Soames. I don’t know if the subject is alive or not. He is located—” The pilot pulled the headset away from one ear and asked Sarah the names of the streets, which he then conveyed to whoever was listening.
Returning his focus to Sarah, he said, “Where are the other two likely to be?” he asked. “Do you know?”
“It’s a big park, they could be anywhere. By the way, since we’ve been interacting all this time, I think I should ask — what’s your name?”
“Austin, ma’am. Austin McDonald, just like the old farmer.”
They shook hands. “Nice to meet you, Austin.”
“You, too, Sarah. Is that okay? Sarah?”
“Yes, fine.”
“Okay, Sarah — watch close.”
The machine dropped as low as common sense would allow; McDonald kept the searchlight in constant motion as they circled the utility building, covered the whole of the parking lot and the playground, then ran along the river banks.
“I don’t see them,” he said flatly.
“I don’t either. Dammit.”
The ’copter jerked from a sudden gust, and the engine roared as McDonald throttled to compensate.
“We can’t do this much longer,” he told her. “The winds are getting bad again.”
Sarah felt close to tears. “Okay,” she said, “go back to — no, wait…”
“What?”
“Go to the other side of the utility building.”
“There’s nothing but woods over there,” McDonald said.
She was leaning forward to gain a full view of the area. “Yes, but there’s a path, too. Kids go down there all the time, doing all sorts of things they shouldn’t.”
“Okay.”
No sooner had the searchlight landed on the path than two bodies were revealed, on their backs and no more than five feet apart. Sharon’s arms were at her side; Mark’s were spread as if he was nailed to a crucifix.
McDonald grabbed the mic for another brief conversation, which Sarah could not hear over her own chanting of, “Oh, my God… oh, my God…” As soon as he was done, she said, “Go down!”
“You’re not seriously thinking of going out there!”
“I’m sure as hell not going to leave them here!”
“Sarah, there’s no way—”
“When is the evac team coming?”
McDonald turned toward her but did not respond. She knew instantly what he wasn’t saying.
“When they’re done with everything else, right?” she said angrily. “Which could be another hour or more.”
He nodded. “Probably.”
She jabbed a finger downward. “Then I want you to put this damned thing on that damned ground right now!”
He rolled his eyes but again followed her command. She could just about read his mind—Clearly, the honeymoon of our friendship is already over.
“Okay, okay,” he said.
He landed roughly equidistant between Pete Soames and the other two; about thirty yards from each. The moment the skids touched the earth, Sarah was out the door and running, the oxygen mask pressed tight to her face.
She went to Mark and Sharon first, and it occurred to her that the rationale for this was again based on the kind of torturous decision-making that was so common to leadership. They’re younger than Pete and have more of their lives ahead of them.
She reached Mark first and dropped to her knees with a splash. In doing so, the plastic sheet that she’d been holding over her head ripped from her fingers in a gust of wind and went flying into the darkness. Terrific, she thought bitterly.
Mark lay still, eyes closed and mouth open. There was a hint of blood at the corners of his lips but nowhere else, which puzzled her until she realized the rain had been vigilantly washing the rest of it away. She set her hand on his chest; at first there was nothing, no movement. He’s dead; oh, God, he’s dead. Then the smallest lift of respiration, and his head rolled slightly.
Now she scrambled toward Sharon, who was twitching violently. When Sarah noticed the moderate swell in Sharon’s belly, she gasped.
Racing back to the helicopter, she yanked the door open, pulled her oxygen mask aside, and yelled, “I need your help!”
“They’re alive?” McDonald asked incredulously.
“I don’t know about Pete Soames because I haven’t checked, but the other two are! And the girl’s pregnant!”
McDonald tilted his head the way people do when forced into an impossible position.
“If we put them in here,” he said, “we’ll irradiate the whole cabin!”
“We can wash it off our clothes when we get to safety, you know that! As long as we keep our masks on, we’ll be fine!”
“You can’t guarantee that!”
“I can guarantee these people will die if we don’t get them out of here! And I guarantee something else, too — there’s a woman who’s been blogging pictures and updates from the Corwin plant. She’s a local reporter — and I’m a local politician, so we know each other. And I guarantee she’ll be more than happy to write a story about the guy who let three people die out here!”
The pilot clenched his teeth and shook his head just once, very slowly. Then he began to unstrap his harness with the speed of a game-show contestant.
“Sarah, you’re a real trip,” he said bitterly, elbowing his door open and climbing out.
* * *
Pete Soames was also alive and unconscious. When Sarah rolled him over, she found a puddle of fizzy, peanut butter-colored vomit under his cheek. He was the last and most difficult to get into the ’copter due to his height and weight. When they finally lifted off, the three new passengers were strapped into seats in five-point harnesses, their heads resting against each other like a group of college kids being taken home after a night of alcoholic indulgence.
As they soared over the town, Sarah looked upon the carnage below in silent horror. There were military trucks, police cruisers, and school buses gradually moving away from the “zone of exclusion”—a phrase she had come to loathe in a very short time. The sight of the school buses was particularly heartbreaking, as she previously only associated them with childhood, friendships, education, and other hallmarks of youthful innocence. She could see orange-and-white barricades blocking certain roadways, originally set up due merely to flooding — which had become extensive — but now there for more nightmarish reasons as well. There were phone poles down, their transformers spewing sparks, and abandoned private vehicles. And in the distance, glowing in the dark with the aid of emergency lighting, was the facility that had caused this dark fantasy, the smoke still rising from its wounded body.
McDonald said, “I’ve been instructed to drop them at Checkpoint 3. There’s an ambulance waiting to take them directly to County General.” Before Sarah had a chance to respond, he added, “If, of course, that’s all right with you.”
She smiled humorlessly. “That’s fine.”
“Well, thank God for that,” he replied with a chuckle. “Afterward, we’re going straight to the decontamination site.”
Sarah knew the decontamination process was a necessity, even though she was sure she’d been exposed for no more than thirty minutes. She didn’t know enough about radiation poisoning to make even a wild guess as to how much damage her system might have sustained.
Remembering one of the bullet points in the email she’d sent to the town’s residents earlier in the day, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at its simplicity: You can eliminate much of the radiation simply by removing your clothes, then washing yourself thoroughly in the shower using soap and shampoo. Did this decree apply to clothes that had been soaked by radioactive rainfall? She had no idea, but the thought of those wretched little particles pumping out noxious waves along the microscopic hills and gullies of her skin gave her a major case of the heebie-jeebies.
“And, just so you’re aware, the general has given me a direct order to see that you’re delivered without further detour. The weather’s not slacking off and I’m about to be officially grounded. The storm is supposed to begin losing steam just after oh-one-hundred hours, but until then it’s going to hold steady and possibly even kick up a little more.”
“Okay,” Sarah said.
They flew on in silence, transversing the soccer fields and the residential section known as Atlantis. Sarah saw that many of the homes in the latter were submerged up to their rooftops. She couldn’t even begin to comprehend what it would cost the insurance companies to bring the neighborhood back to life yet again. Then a small voice in her head said, No one will be coming back this time. This time it’s for good. A tear rolled down her cheek, and she turned away before wiping it so McDonald wouldn’t notice.
“We’re going to be landing in a minute,” he said moments later, gesturing to a cluster of military vehicles and bright lights atop a fast-approaching ridge. “Please step out and let others remove the passengers so the EMTs can get to work on them. Then get back in and we’ll go. Shouldn’t take more than a minute or two. Okay?”
“Sure.”
EMTs… Emilio. Will he be there?
As if reading her mind, her cellphone’s text alert jingled. The ringtone indicated it was someone who wasn’t on her contacts list. The number she found on the screen looked familiar, and a few seconds of memory grazing produced the name of Sissy Morton, a longtime friend of both hers and Emilo’s. Sissy had moved down to one of the Carolinas — Sarah could never remember which — after getting married two years ago.
She probably heard something on the news, Sarah figured, and wants to see if I’m okay. Sissy had always been that type, checking up on her friends whenever she got wind of a crisis. It was one of the qualities Sarah liked most about her.
She tapped the screen to open the message and found the following—
FROM: Sissy Morton-Danville
TO: Sarah Redmond
Dear Sarah — I’ve been wanting to call to see how you’re making out up there, but I’ve been holding off because I’m sure you’ve got your hands full. However, I received the following text message from Emilio just now and I don’t know why or what it means. I’m sure it was a mistake, so I’m forwarding it to you.
You’re in my prayers!
— Sis
Fwd:
FROM: Emilio Rodriguez
TO: Sissy Morton-Danville
gr;p nr o, sr thw dvgop;

Sarah stared at the nonsensical string of letters, trying to figure out what they meant, then tried calling Emilio again. When she got no answer, she called his boss.
“Tim? It’s me. Have you heard from Emilio yet?”
“I haven’t. Have you?”
“No.”
“I’ve tried him a bunch of times, both on his phone and on the unit’s radio. Frankly, I’m getting very wor—”
Sarah killed the call and turned to McDonald.
“Sorry, we have to go back.”
His head snapped around, his face still just a mouth moving beneath a reflective mask. “What?!”
“There’s another missing person.”
“Absolutely not.”
“It’s my husband, pal! He’s an EMT and even his station has lost contact with him! No one’s heard from him in hours!”
“He might be at the checkpoint.”
Sarah shook her head. “I just spoke with his boss, who says he’s missing.”
She could see the site in more detail now. The canvas walls of the temporary shelter were flapping madly in the wind, and half a dozen figures in yellow suits huddled together in front of one of the military trucks, illuminated by its headlights. Nearby was an ambulance with its lights swirling, and alongside that was a plain sedan; probably some sort of unmarked government vehicle.
“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but I cannot disobey the general’s last order!”
She knew he was right, and a part of her doubted she could push this guy any further. But what was the option?
“I can’t just do nothing!”
“Do you have any idea where he is? Any clue at all?”
“No,” she admitted.
“Then the best I can do is inform them when we land. I’d radio them, but we’ll be on the ground in just a few minutes. It’ll then be up to them to send out search and rescue teams.”
Furious and frustrated, Sarah gave up the argument.
So what now?
When the helicopter set down a few moments later, she opened the door and stepped out. The EMTs rushed forward, all but shoving her aside. Once everyone’s attention was on the three patients, she broke for the unmarked sedan.
She managed to get the door open and jump into the driver’s seat before the yelling started behind her.
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The military transport rumbled north along the gravel road, putting distance between itself and the nuke plant as quickly as possible. The transport in question was an ancient school bus that had been repainted and repurposed. One yellow-suited soldier was at the wheel, another stood nearby, keeping watch over his charges. Other than the geriatric rattles of the vehicle, there was very little noise. A few passengers spoke in hushed tones on their cellphones; others appeared to be texting or on the Internet. Some were sobbing, the sound barely audible since everyone was wearing oxygen masks. Duct tape had been used to seal the windows and, once everybody was onboard, the doors, both front and back.
Marla Hollis sat alone about midway along, next to a window. The person originally seated next to her had moved soon after the bus pulled away from the plant, indicating without a word that she was persona non grata. He wasn’t the only one; resentment was plain on the faces of the people around her. The fact that she had experienced such hostility many times before, and knew how to go about her business without appearing affected by it, did not improve the situation.
She spotted the digital recorder sitting atop a pile of other items in her bag. She’d forgotten all about it, and she felt a touch of melancholy at the thought that Corwin’s voice was on there, engaged in one of the final conversations of his life. Though she would never admit it to anyone, she knew she had grossly misjudged him. If she’d taken the time to really examine Corwin from all angles, consider all possibilities, would it have been that hard to spot what was brewing under the surface? Or would it all have remained concealed under his veneer of politeness and projection of untouchability?
Whether Corwin hated his father or not, she couldn’t say. Even with the benefit of hindsight and the added clarity of what he’d written in his letter to her, she could not venture a guess about that. But it was obvious that Andrew hated what his father had done… and when the opportunity arose, Andrew had taken action to expose him.
I so misjudged him.
The guilt that flowed from this confession, she sensed, had its origins in a simple question — if she had studied the man evenhandedly from the start, had spotted the fortuity of his intent and worked with him to achieve mutually beneficial goals, would the calamitous events of this day have occurred? Maybe not. The lightning still would have struck, but everything that happened afterward… Maybe Reactor 2 would have been shut down today. If she had already released the exposé material that Corwin provided — hell, even just a fraction of it — the whole plant probably would have been taken offline pending a full investigation. Perhaps the Feds would have forced a stem-to-stern upgrade of the facility that included lightning rods in all sensitive locations. At the very least, Corwin would have had to present an emergency-response plan for approval that, in turn, would have enabled them to handle the accident more effectively.
The job of any good journalist was to inform the public, and she thought she’d been doing that. She was sure of the integrity of her actions when she began digging into Corwin Energies. She smelled a rat and was determined to flush him out. But in real life, the children of rats weren’t necessarily rats, too, right? She remembered the sons of Bernie Madoff reporting their father and his multibillion-dollar Ponzi scheme to the FBI immediately after Madoff revealed it to them. It had never occurred to her that Corwin might be like that.
But then there was all the other stuff, too, wasn’t there? The Saturday mornings distributing food in South Philly. The homes he helped build with Habitat for Humanity. And the two months he spent administering medication to village children in Burundi. Weren’t you impressed by the way he didn’t just write checks like so many of his kind but instead went right to the heart of the crises and actually got his hands dirty? Or were you too busy explaining away these things as PR strategy?
And there was the truth of the matter. She was sure he was just trying to perfume the wretched legacy spun by his father; heck, maybe it was even on the father’s instructions. Sure, they all did that, didn’t they? They were all rats, right?
Tell the public everything. Promise me…
“I will,” she said softly. “And I’ll try not to make the same mistake in the future.” That, she decided, was how she would make it up to him.
Her cellphone vibrated; a text message. She didn’t need to look to know it was Darren Marcus, pushing her for another blog entry. She hadn’t posted in a while and the public was getting upset. They’re worried for you, he wrote, I’M worried for you. Are you okay? His phony concern was particularly irritating, and it took all the strength she had left to keep from letting him know precisely what she thought of him. She wrote back that she was preparing another entry that would be posted shortly, that she wanted to get the words just right. When Marcus wrote back asking what, exactly, she meant by that, she ignored him.
A man sitting at the front of the bus stood up, turned to face everyone, and removed his oxygen mask. It was Gary Mason, the amiable plant manager. In the weak light of the cellphone he held in one hand, he looked drawn and ashen.
“I have news,” he said, checking the little screen as he spoke. “The leak from the containment vessel in Reactor Number 2 has finally been suspended. There will still be some incidental leakage until the damaged vessel can be permanently capped. But this secondary leakage will be fractional compared to what was liberated from the system today. Capping measures will likely commence at once.”
There was no immediate reaction to this information; not even a stray, halfhearted clap.
“How did you finally stop it?” a woman toward the front asked.
“A combination of factors. The sand and clay we dumped into the exposed core certainly helped, as did the boron. But the turning point came when we brought in a tanker truck filled with more than five thousand gallons of liquid nitrogen.”
“So the driver had to get close to the site of the explosion?”
Mason shook his head. “No, we had two of our people operate the vehicle. They were dressed in the appropriate gear. They got the hoses in place, opened the valves to release the nitrogen, and the radiation levels immediately began dropping. More sand and clay were dumped in a few hours later, and now we’re trying to figure out how to cap it permanently. Concrete or graphite, something along those lines.”
“What about the radiation that’s already escaped?”
“While this is a very early estimate, it appears that, taking the path and strength of the storm into consideration along with the amount of fissile material that is believed to have escaped, the larger cities in relatively close geographical proximity to the incident site will not experience major irradiation. These include Philadelphia, New York, and Washington, D.C., as well as their nearby towns and villages. Public water supplies appear to be unaffected, as well as farmlands, livestock, key tourist areas, and so on. The radiation will be dispersed by the storm system to such a degree that it will not pose a significant threat when it reaches those places.”
“The town of Silver Lake and a few of the surrounding communities, however, have become heavily irradiated, and—” he faltered, staring at his phone, unwilling to look anyone in the face “—may not become habitable again for some time. A full, uh… a full estimate of that damage will be forthcoming.”
Mason drew a shaky breath. There were sniffles and whimpers all around, and some people hugged each other for comfort. Marla’s first thought was that all of her possessions were here, and that she wouldn’t be allowed near them for decades. A sinking feeling began creeping in, but she fought it off using the same method as always, by letting go of the personal issues and shifting to an academic focus. She debated whether or not to parse the information she’d just received into another blog entry. It was exactly the kind of data she should be distributing, exactly what all those millions of insatiable followers were clamoring for. And it would serve the secondary purpose of shutting her editor the hell up. But her heart just wasn’t in it.
Mason continued. “We will be stopping so that each of you can undergo a brief decontamination process, followed by more detailed treatment at one of the nearby hospitals. I don’t know which at this point. And then there is, uh… just one more thing…” He held up a finger. Then he looked down and covered his face with his free hand, and his big body shuddered as he tried with only partial success to stifle an upsurge of despair. After an unbearably long pause, he gathered himself just long enough to announce that Andrew Corwin’s body had been recovered at the scene and officially pronounced dead.
Marla knew Corwin had gone on a suicide mission, and in some ways she had already recalibrated her mind to think of him in the past tense. But hearing it formalized now, elevating the presumption to established fact, struck a greater blow than she’d expected.
I misjudged him and he knew it, and he still treated me like a friend. She thought about his polite manners, his happy little smile, his boyish ways. And under that, a core of steel. He never let anything — even me and my relentless badgering — pull him from his mission. She shook her head and looked back out the window at the passing landscape.
She took out his letter and read it one more time.
Then she wept, not caring if anyone saw.
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The last seven vehicles — four military troop transporters, General Conover’s Humvee, a dump truck of ghastly size, and the sedan that Sarah had tried unsuccessfully to abscond with — rolled convoy-style down a service road that cut through the heavily forested western side of town before linking with Interstate 84 three miles on. Many referred to this obscure throughway as “Silver Lake’s back door.”
The dump truck chugged along at the rear of the column with its bed tilted; four suited men pushed tetrapod barriers off the edge as fast as they could. Until four years earlier, the road had been mere dirt and gravel, and the town council was particularly proud of the fact that they’d found enough spare funding to finally cover it with macadam. Made of solid concrete and shaped like a massive jack, each tetrapod punched a giant crater into the pebbly black surface when it landed.
The plan from the start had been to barricade all routes in and out of Silver Lake, in line with a federal quarantine order. The most recent report was that the radiation level was now, on average, eighty-seven times higher than the permissible limit, and that number was going to continue to rise as the storm worked toward its final crescendo. With everyone now evacuated save for the wayward Emilio Rodriguez, the town was being locked up tight.
The back door on the driver’s side of the sedan flew open, and Sarah scrambled out amid a hail of profanity. Her attempt to steal a vehicle earlier had ended shortly after it started, with a small group of soldiers toting machine guns blocking the road. Without her oxygen mask or any other protection now, and with no regard for the fact that she had already been decontaminated once, she ran desperately away from the convoy. I’m going to find him… her enraged mind screamed. If I die with him, I die with him…
She managed to get past the first three troop transports before a large, yellow-suited figure stepped into her path and hooked her around the midsection, lifting her off the ground with one arm and little effort. She screamed and kicked like an electrified cat, her hair swinging around in soggy strings. He toted her back to the sedan, then the pair jogged alongside the vehicle to obviate a second escape attempt.
A mile and a half farther on, the big dumper ground to a halt as the rest of the procession continued forward. The tetrapods had all been deployed; four of the six soldiers in the truck bed hopped down and the remaining two began feeding them lengths of chain-link fencing which were topped with spirals of razor wire. Once the truck had been unloaded, all six soldiers went to work erecting the final barrier with Olympic speed.
The last pieces set in place were a pair of sliding gates with wheels along the bottom. After they were rolled shut, a heavy-gauge chain was wrapped around the joint and secured with three separate padlocks. As five members of the team hustled back to the truck, the sixth installed the last of eleven identical signs that now hung around various points in Silver Lake, attaching it to one of the gates with short lengths of heavy wire. The yellow metal sign read, in black type and block lettering:
QUARANTINE AREA
NO ENTRY OR REMOVAL OF GOODS
AUTHORIZED PERSONS ONLY
HEAVY PENALTIES APPLY

After giving the sign a quick shake to make sure it was secure, the hazmat-suited soldier rejoined his fellows in the truck, which sped off to catch up to the rest of the convoy.
Seeing some of this from the backseat of the sedan, Sarah continued screaming.
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Kate left Cary in the waiting room with his beloved notebook, then went up to the second floor. She walked down the ICU corridor, stopped at the long window, and watched them — three unconscious bodies in three separate beds, dressed in blue hospital gowns and covered by starched blankets. Monitors beeped and blinked in a spectacular display, which she watched closely. There were alarms in place to catch anomalies, she knew, but she remained vigilant anyway. It was one of the few things in the situation she had the power to do.
Sharon Blake had a few extra gadgets parked next to her because of the baby. Tests had determined that the fetus was about ten weeks along. Kate responded to this revelation with a look of complete bewilderment, which led to a long span of awkwardness. The staffers who had initiated the conversation managed to gracefully extract themselves shortly thereafter, leaving her to puzzle through her ignorance. She was surprised to find that her primary concern wasn’t whether the baby was the product of her son’s indiscretion but if it would be affected by the exposure. Four lives at risk now, not three, she thought, feeling the added weight settle onto her emotional load.
She’d been doing some research, a habit she developed long ago — whenever she found herself in an unfamiliar situation, she immediately went into data-gathering mode. She’d gone to Google, not because she had unswerving faith in Internet sources but because there wasn’t time for anything else. What she uncovered was categorically horrifying — internal bleeding, damage to the nervous system, brain hemorrhages, deterioration of intestinal lining, various forms of cancer…
On a page posted by the niece of a firefighter who’d been at Chernobyl — who had been ordered to attempt to douse the blaze from the roof of a building next to the reactor — Kate had learned that the man had been so contaminated that when he died his body had to be welded into a lead coffin before burial. Good God.
She tried to get a sense of just how much exposure was considered dangerous. According to the EPA’s Web site, the average person should not come in contact with more than about a hundred millirems of radiation in a given year. Kate didn’t know what a millirem was, but she had no trouble grasping the base-point reference that the site established — the average X-ray delivered about eight to ten mrems into your body. And even then, she thought, they put a lead-lined apron over your body for protection. She had never been one for the luxury of denial, and she had no illusions about whether or not their bodies had absorbed more than a hundred mrems while lying unconscious in an irradiated rainstorm for hours. Another site expanded the nightmare by making note of the fact that there are different types of radionuclides, some more pernicious than others — and uranium 238, which was used in great quantities on a daily basis at the Corwin plant, was among the most toxic of all. When she saw that it was also one of the forms used to create nuclear weapons, she become sick to her stomach and barely made it to the kitchen sink to vomit. That was also when the wall on her emotional damn crumbled and the tears finally came. There were two more breakdowns after that, and she had no doubt there would be others.
A doctor she hadn’t seen before came through the swinging doors to her right. He was like a character out of a TV show, young and handsome with some five o’clock shadow; his stethoscope was slung around his neck like a dead snake. He wore scrubs under his white lab coat, and his shoes were covered with polypropylene booties.
“Mrs. Soames?” His voice was soft and flat. Kate searched his face for information but saw nothing beyond genuine concern. She detected a hint of apprehension in some intangible way, but thought—hoped… prayed— that this was merely her imagination.
“Yes.”
“I’m Dr. Hale,” he said, offering his hand.
“Nice to meet you.”
“You, too. Umm…” He paused to flip through a few pages on the battered clipboard, then looked straight at her and asked, “So, how are you doing?”
She managed a tiny smile. “I’ve had better days.”
“I’m sure. Would you care for something to help with the stress? I’m not the kind of doctor who reaches for the prescription pad every time there’s a problem, but I’ve loosened that policy a little bit today.”
Kate shook her head. “No, no, thank you. Just please… tell me how they’re doing. Straight out, no bull. I’d rather know than not know.”
Hale glanced through the window, his gaze moving expertly over the monitors, then turned back to her.
“They’re receiving pain meds and intravenous nutrition. And as you can see, they’re on respirators. I haven’t yet prescribed medication to ward off future seizures, but I’m not ruling it out, either.”
“Okay…”
“You’re aware that they were out there for a long time,” he said. Kate began to cry and was somehow gratified when he didn’t stop talking. “It’s hard to say exactly how much radiation they were exposed to, but it was certainly well above safe levels.”
“Yes, yes.”
“Nevertheless, I believe it’s reasonable to expect that all three of them will survive.”
“Oh, God… oh, thank God…”
“At this stage, there is no indication of serious problems like internal bleeding, organ damage, or brain damage. And as for the development of cancer, that’s something that’ll have to be monitored frequently in the years ahead. Having said that, I wouldn’t be surprised if they remained cancer-free as a result of today’s events.”
Kate permitted herself a smile. “So you’re saying they’re okay?”
Hale raised a hand, palm facing out, signaling “not so fast.”
“None of this means they’re going to come through this completely unharmed. Let’s start with your husband. Considering his age — he’s not an old man, but he’s not a teenager, either — there are plusses and minuses. On the plus side, unless you are planning to have more children, there is no risk of hereditary mutations being passed down.”
More children was something they’d discussed on occasion, although those conversations were becoming less frequent as the years rolled on. She turned forty-five three months ago, and her ob-gyn told her she’d better get moving if she wanted another one. She had secretly hoped for a girl, and she always wanted at least three children regardless of gender. Pete seemed on the fence about a third, although she was pretty sure she could sway him. Now, however…
“Are ‘hereditary mutations’ just what they sound like?”
Hale nodded. “Any future children produced by you and your husband could suffer a variety of problems.”
“Like—”
“Everything from an unusually small head and undeveloped senses to severe mental retardation.”
She stood there slack-jawed, her eyes drifting to the glass and the room beyond.
“Beyond the reproductive risks,” Hale went on, “your husband will have bouts of fever, nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea for the next few weeks, and in the months thereafter he may have to deal with localized skin discoloration, hair loss, and even some mild, albeit temporary, cognitive impairment. Same with the other two, I’m afraid — your son and Sharon Blake.”
“Jesus, no…”
He flipped to another page. “Now, concerning Mark specifically, let me ask you — is Sharon’s child his?”
Kate shook her head dazedly. “We don’t know yet. We just found out she was pregnant today.”
She wasn’t the only one who had been surprised by that news. Sharon’s mother and stepfather du jour— she was a thin and pretty forty-six, he looked like he’d stepped out of a ZZ Top video — had arrived a few hours earlier, snarling at each other like wolverines. They barely took notice of their daughter as the accusations flew—“You weren’t keeping an eye on her”… “You’re a whore and you raised a whore!” It was a galling display of human behavior by any measure.
Kate stood no more than twenty feet from them, but they never acknowledged her. She’d gasped when the husband took an open-handed swing at his wife, and was doubly stunned when the latter blocked it with the kind of fluidity that only comes with practice. Hospital security removed them from the property. A short time later, only the mother returned.
Hale took on an expression of profound regret. “Well, if it is, it’s doubtful Mark will be able to have any more.”
She stared at him, open-mouthed.
“Even if he’s able to produce viable sperm,” the doctor said, “the risk of mutation would be extremely high.”
Kate shook her head but said nothing.
“I’m deeply sorry,” Hale told her.
“What about Sharon? What about—”
“The fetus?” He shook his head. “We’ll have to wait and see. Honestly, I’m not… if she was closer to the end of the pregnancy, maybe. But I’m not hopeful, to be honest. Again, I’m so very sorry.”
He gave her his personal cell number and told her to call if she had further questions or just wanted to talk. Then he exited the corridor, leaving Kate with her thoughts.
Skin discoloration, hair loss, cognitive impairment… this can’t be happening. It can’t.
She watched them through the glass for a while longer, then went to the swinging doors and looked out the little window. The lobby was filled with people she knew — a couple whose daughter went to school with Cary, one of the women who worked at the bank’s drive-through window, the man who ran the Chinese takeout place they liked so much. Some she recognized but could not name, and others were completely unfamiliar.
They were all residents of Silver Lake, though, of that Kate was sure. And the town was no longer habitable. What does that mean for those of us who call it home?
After the disaster at the Fukushima Daiichi plant, many communities had been pulled up by the roots. While the majority of former residents suffered no significant physical aftereffects, there had been an incalculable emotional toll. The stress of relocating drove a significant percentage of the survivors to suicide and an even higher number into severe and lasting depression. Related symptoms, such as alcohol and substance abuse, became common, as did weight gain and sleep deprivation.
Kate hadn’t paid much attention to Fukushima news at the time, but in the last few hours she’d read more than one article about the aftermath of the evacuation. Temporary housing for the displaced, when available, was rarely adequate, and the insurance companies, exercising the brutal insensitivity that only greed can cultivate, held off making payouts for as long as they were legally able.
Will we go through the same nightmare? she wondered, scanning the faces before her. Which of these people will take their own lives? Which will turn to the bottle or the needle and commit slow suicide? Who will turn violent against their children or their spouses, or both, because they can’t strike out at their true antagonists? How many turn into someone they don’t recognize when they look in the mirror?
She didn’t know. Only one thing seemed certain at that moment.
The life she knew and cherished was gone for good.
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Two floors above, Marla Hollis sat alone in a small anteroom outside one of the hospital’s rarefied private suites, typing furiously on her iPad. Even though the door to the hall was closed, the muffled sounds of ongoing chaos seeped into the little room.
She wanted to blame the noise for the trouble she was having writing her articles. For the last half hour, she’d been stuck in an unusual and unfamiliar rhythm. She would type a few lines, review them, curse under her breath, then delete everything and start over.
She’d never had this much trouble laying down the words before, but then her writing had never been so closely scrutinized. Over the years, a few of her articles had stirred some national notice, but nothing that hadn’t been smothered by the next day’s headlines. Now that she had the attention of millions, she found herself second-guessing every syllable.
It astonished her that a simple blog could have such a polarizing effect. People on both sides of the nuclear issue were coming forth in hordes; the environmentalists regarded her as a saint while the corporates implied her writing ran the gamut from exaggeration to outright lying. A few people attacked Corwin directly, stopping just short of calling him a traitor. Marla found it incomprehensible that he could be viewed as anything but a hero.
The door to the suite opened and Harlan Phillips stepped out. Despite his age and recent heart trouble, he was still an imposing figure, with a lush wave of steel gray hair. He moved smoothly, with the kind of grace that seemed to be evidence of an athletic youth. He was dressed in slippers, lounge pants, and a wrinkled hospital shirt; Marla saw a leather glasses case peeking out of the shirt’s breast pocket.
Marla just about jumped out of her seat when she saw him, and he responded by first putting a finger to his lips, then holding the hand up flat.
“Please, keep your voice low,” he said, gently closing the door. “She’s finally asleep.”
“Is she okay?”
“She had to be sedated.”
“But beyond that. What’s happening?”
Phillips shrugged. “I… I just don’t know what, um… how much I should—”
“Harlan, I’m not going to write about it. I’m asking these questions because she’s always been good to me in her position. I like her, and I care about her. I assure you this is entirely off the record.”
The big man nodded. “Well, she’s hanging in there. They don’t think she absorbed enough radiation to do any lasting damage.”
“I assume she’s in a private suite for the obvious reason?”
“I don’t want anyone seeing her like this.” He looked at Marla squarely. “I’m really trusting you with—”
“I won’t say a word about it. Not one word.”
“Thank you. I wish I could be so trusting of the other reporters running around this place. None of them will want to cover something boring like the incredible amount of heroism she’s exhibited today. She stayed in her office until the last possible minute, held her own against two of the most powerful men in the state, and put her very life on the line to help locate three wayward residents. But will anyone write about that? Probably not. Instead, they’ll focus on her current state of mind, because that’s juicier. I guess you know what she was like when they brought her in here.”
“Delirious?”
“Completely out of her mind. It’ll be hard enough to keep that quiet.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
“She was screaming like a lunatic. Screaming for Emilio, over and over.”
“Have they found him?”
Phillips shook his head. “No, and they’ve still got people out there looking. People who shouldn’t be out there.”
“How bad is it now?” she asked. Then her own hand came up. “Before you answer, know that this is information I’ll want to release.”
“Well…” He took a deep breath. “From what I’m told, the levels are about a hundred and thirty times higher than that which is considered safe.”
“Holy shit.”
“But that’s not the worst of it.”
“Excuse me?”
“You know how radioactive decay works, right?”
Marla nodded. “The energy stored in the nucleus of an unstable atom diminishes as the atom sheds radioactive material, usually in the form of particles or rays.”
“And considering the nasty elements that blew out of that reactor — primarily uranium, plutonium, and cesium — do you know how long the decay process will take?”
“I haven’t really given it much—” Then the numbers started flowing through her head. “Oh, God.”
“Uh-huh. We’re talking thirty, maybe forty years before anyone can live here again. We can’t even go back and get our possessions. Everything’s going to be untouchable for ages.”
In a whisper—“Jesus.”
“Yeah.”
“Does anyone know yet? Any of the residents?”
“No. I’m going to tell them as soon as possible. As soon as, um…” His eyes filled with tears and he took a deep, hitching breath. “Oh, man, what a day.” He shook his head, then looked at the ceiling and opened his eyes wide. “As soon as I figure out how to tell them, I will.”
Marla put a hand on his arm. “Let it out, Harlan. It’s okay. I was holding it in all day, too, and it was killing me.”
“I’ll be all right.”
“You just had heart surgery.”
“I’m fine.”
“Please tell me you’re not taking up your official duties again,” Marla said. “There’s no way—”
His hand came back up. “I’m not, I’m not. I’m covering for Sarah on some small stuff, but others are picking up the slack for now.”
Marla studied him a moment before deciding he was telling the truth.
“Y’know,” Phillips went on, “I did two tours in Vietnam and one in Korea, and I was in New York City on 9/11 because I had to see an eye specialist that day, so I helped out with emergency services.”
“I know. I know about all of that.”
“And yet — and I’ve really given this some thought — what happened here today might be worse than any of it.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t see an end to it. With those wars, you knew they wouldn’t last forever. Sooner or later one side would gain enough of an advantage to force an endgame and shut it down. And with September 11, you knew we’d clean up the mess, rebuild, and go after the bastards responsible. Even if you didn’t know when, or how long it would take.
“But with this, everything is unclear. Everything. Whose children or grandchildren will have birth defects? Who’s going to develop cancer five years from now, or ten, or fifteen? How many people are going to kill themselves over this? And those who summon the strength to build a new routine and go on, they’ll still live with the constant fear that something might go haywire and they’ll wake up one morning with a dead eye or a tremor in their hands.
“And if and when that happens, the person’s first thought will be: Is this because of the nuke-plant accident? It’s a puzzle with no solution. And what about our town? When will the cleanup begin, assuming that there is one? Who will pay for it? How long will it take? And who’ll want to live here afterward? What about the lawsuits? How many, and how much, and how long will they be dragged out? Who will and won’t live long enough to see some kind of compensation?
“And the big one: how does a person start their life over, from scratch, after leaving everything behind?” He shook his head. “That’s why this is the worst — because in one way or another, we’ll be trapped in this nightmare for the rest of our damn lives.”
Tears rolled down his face and Marla gave in to an overwhelming urge to hug him.
* * *
After Harlan went back into Sarah’s room, Marla returned to her seat. She picked up the iPad and set her hands across the keyboard. It was time to post her final blog entry for the day. But her fingers did not move, and she remained stationary for some time.
Everything Phillips said was inarguable; she knew that. This wasn’t merely another story to cover — this was the first chapter in a new life for everyone. The fact that she couldn’t return to her home to retrieve her things was bothersome, but she had never been particularly materialistic. Other people, however, would be much more upset; they would be losing not just possessions but the records of their lives — photographs, carefully preserved schoolwork, countless other mementos gathered over decades. The history of their dreams, desires, victories, and even their failures.
Her own cherished dreams had been of achieving global recognition — and yes, she admitted to herself, a modest measure of fame — in her chosen profession. To do that, one had to establish a distinct identity. This disaster would be hers; going forward, she would be known as the woman who stood in the middle of the worst nuclear accident in American history and not only reported it in real time but also uncovered the corrupt practices that precipitated it. There was a certain dignity, Marla felt, to using the immense power of the media to inform the public of the dangers created by people whose influence outweighed their ethics. She’d always felt great pride about that facet of her work — and on a personal level, the delight that came with exposing the “bad guys” never lost its allure.
Her editor had told her there was already Internet chatter about a possible Pulitzer. Though she felt that was probably a long shot, it seemed likely that she’d earn some of the industry’s lesser accolades, and in anti-nuke circles she was on the fast track to deification. That would lead to more fertile opportunities and greater respect and a much bigger paycheck. All those things were terrific, no doubt. But Harlan Phillips was right—what now?
The answer finally came, as it so often did, from something she’d learned in childhood. Specifically, a little instruction she’d received on a hot summer afternoon while visiting her grandmother in North Carolina.
You know the old saying, “When life gives you lemons, make lemonade?” That has endured because it’s true, Marla. Remember — anyone can sit on the side of the road and cry. But those who keep on going are the ones who make the deepest mark in this world.
Marla Hollis knew what she had to write next. Could see the words in front of her as clearly as if she was reading them. Because she had, earlier in the day.
Reaching into her bag, she took out Corwin’s letter.

EPILOGUE

APRIL 2047
The gates rattled and squeaked as the guard pulled them back together and replaced the chain and then the padlock. The limo moved away from him in a cloud of dust.
Sarah Redmond, now just two months shy of her sixty-third birthday, sat alone in the vehicle’s backseat. She had not returned to Silver Lake since the night she’d been dragged kicking and screaming down this very road, and she’d sworn she never would. The fact that the place had been federally quarantined, inside an eighteen-mile exclusion zone, until six months ago, had nothing to do with that vow.
Though she’d been forced to abandon the town, she’d never abandoned the residents. Driven by the certainty that Emilio would turn up at any moment — perhaps he’d gone on a rescue call several towns over, or been swept up in one of the western flood zones and forced to seek shelter in Kimson Forest — Sarah had established her headquarters at a Holiday Inn twenty miles away.
The binder-clipped sheaf of printouts she’d been using as a makeshift town directory became her bible, and she had been determined to ensure that every person found a new home and some way of generating income. She oversaw their insurance claims — health, life, and property — which eventually totaled more than a billion dollars. Over time she created a massive database where she tracked huge amounts of information about every person in her care, a file which she backed up regularly and moved from computer to computer as she upgraded, in addition to storing it in the cloud.
Emilio was found seventy-two days after the evacuation, when some bright young government decrypter, who knew that radiation poisoning often caused blurred vision, decoded his final text message to reveal his location. Sarah attended the memorial service — his body could not be displayed due to its ongoing radioactivity — in proper black. Then she disappeared for three weeks without a word to anyone. Many people were certain she would never return, and no one ever found out where she went.
When she came back, she quietly resumed her duties. It would take another year and seven months before every name on the list was crossed off. The day after that, she packed her meager belongings into her car and headed southeast.
She had an undergraduate degree in political science from George Washington University, and she’d always dreamed of returning there to get her master’s. Worth nearly two million dollars after her insurance claims were settled and Emilio’s life insurance paid out, she did just that. If they’d been asked, her classmates would have described her as pleasant but distant, focused on her studies, which also included a variety of environmental courses plus numerous classes at the Institute for Nuclear Studies. Despite earning top grades and honors, she did not attend graduation.
With characteristic thoroughness, she submitted more than a hundred résumés to environmental NGOs with decidedly anti-nuke positions as well as plenty of connections and funding. She received eleven offers within the first month and an additional twenty-one by the middle of the second.
Three years into her new position, she returned to school for her doctorate. Her thesis, “An Argument for the Abandonment of Nuclear Energy,” caused a minor stir in political circles, with some on the left using it as a battle cry while the right denounced it as anticapitalist tripe. When New York senator Kirsten Gillibrand was elected president in 2024, she asked Sarah to head up the Office of Nuclear Energy. Sarah leveraged the president’s emphasis on corporate accountability to ensure that safety violations at nuclear plants garnered the maximum penalties. She defeated legislation that would have paved the way for public subsidization of new nuclear plants even if the plants weren’t supported by voters who lived within close proximity of them. She traveled extensively, studying the energy policies and industries of other nations that were closer to atomic independence than the U.S., and channeled millions of dollars into R & D for safer energies such as wind, solar, and hydro.
At the conclusion of Gillibrand’s presidency, Sarah accepted a teaching position at the University of Virginia, but quickly realized her heart wasn’t in academics and returned to the private sector. One evening about two years later, she received a phone call from Marla Hollis. In the intervening years, Marla had written two bestsellers: Over-Reacting: The Nuclear Industry’s Secret Plans to Build as Many Reactors as Possible (Regardless of Public Health) and Particles of Truth: Everything You Need to Know About Nuclear Power (But the Nuke Industry is Afraid You’ll Ask).
The two women soon joined forces as a powerhouse consulting firm, GreenWave LLC. They and their associates exposed thousands of safety violations as well as backroom efforts by the nuclear lobby to smother attempts to make solar and wind solutions more affordable or to sway government officials through favors, bribes, or outright threats. Sarah’s revolutionary idea for a reactor built deep underground so as to greatly reduce the incidence of fallout in the event of a breach gained so much traction that some aging plants adopted it rather than risk being decommissioned.
In 2038, a plant in Idaho that had been penalized for literally hundreds of violations and was on Sarah and Marla’s list of “Ten Most Irresponsibly Run Nuclear Facilities in the U.S.”—which they kept posted in the right-hand margin of the GreenWave Web site at all times — suffered a core meltdown that resulted in the deaths of six employees plus significant injuries to sixty-seven others, and rendered the surrounding area uninhabitable for a radius of thirteen miles. The owner of the plant, a slash-and-burn investor who’d visited the site only once, hung himself in his Santa Barbara townhouse two days later.
Following the Idaho incident, public sentiment toward nuclear energy fell to historic lows, and the pro-nuke lobby found itself persona non grata around Washington’s power corridors. No politician interested in getting reelected would touch the subject, and no investor would pledge a dime. GreenWave further leveraged the tragedy to convince congressional leaders to channel funding toward a variety of experimental methods of fallout sanitization. Additional funding came from private sources — including a huge endowment from the Andrew M. Corwin Foundation. Some of the world’s most noted physicists offered their time and talents free of charge, and the scientific community as a whole enthusiastically praised the initiative. A breakthrough finally came in late 2045, when a multinational team from California and Sweden discovered a way to dramatically curtail the decay rate using a combination of synthesized-isotope bombardment, magnetic waves, and cryogenic freezing. It was a slow and costly procedure, but the final results were thorough and definitive. The technical mumbo jumbo aside, the public was able to grasp the basic concept — all areas rendered uninhabitable by radiation could now be cleaned up completely.
Marla and Sarah were sitting in Martin’s Tavern on Wisconsin Avenue, watching a Nationals game and sharing a bottle of white wine when they received cellphone calls just seconds apart informing them that they had won the Nobel Prize for Peace.
* * *
Sarah’s hair was still mostly chestnut brown, the gray having penetrated surprisingly little. She’d let it grow long since retiring the previous year and usually kept it in a ponytail. She also never remarried. Work had been her life partner since Emilio’s passing, and she had no regrets about it.
As the limo rolled along, she was not surprised to see that the tetrapods, now moved off the road and onto the shoulders, had become stained and pitted in the four decades since she’d been here. She noticed a single rusted-steel whisker sticking out of one barrier’s broken arm. The roadway was smooth; the divots caused by the concrete barricades had been filled in at some point.
They passed the town’s utilities department; ivy covered the walls and windows and weeds had sprouted through cracks in the pavement. A generator chugged away near one of the open bay doors, sprouting a heavy-gauge extension cord that ran into the building. Signs of days gone by and days to come.
They drove through the southern residential grid, past once-proud homes that now sported dangling gutters, waist-high lawns, and furry coatings of mold. Buildings with red X’s spray-painted on the front doors had been declared uninhabitable and would be razed. A few had survived in relatively good condition, particularly those made of brick. Some lawns had recently been mowed, and one had so many cars parked in its long driveway that Sarah got the impression a party was going on.
Main Street was still ghostly. Decades of frost and thaw had unzipped the pavement in countless places, and vines crawled across every storefront. Some sidewalk slabs rose at sharp angles, lifted by the trunks of now-mature trees that had taken root through the years. Off to one side, Sarah spotted the antique-but-functional stoplight that had once hung at the intersection by the community theater, the glass lenses either shattered or altogether gone.
As they passed the municipal building that bore her father’s name, she noticed the driver’s eyes shift to her own in the rearview mirror. Checking on me, she thought. She had become too good at concealing her emotions to let anything show in public, even on a day like today, when her feelings were roiling.
The refurbished park came into view. It was an oasis in every way — new landscaping, new walkways, new fixtures, new pavilion. Under the bright blue sky and boundless sunshine, it would be easy to look at this bit of paradise and disregard the devastation that lay just a few hundred yards away in any direction.
When the limo rumbled to a stop behind the temporary reviewing stand, Sarah stepped out and briefly embraced Marla, who was waiting for her. The former journalist was still fit and trim, though she wore glasses now, and her hair, which she kept very short, had gone fully gray.
Their embrace was only perfunctory, as they saw each other several times a week and connected by phone or text every day. When Marla announced her from the podium fifteen minutes later, the applause continued without pause for almost fifteen minutes. Sarah recognized few faces, but the sight of those who were familiar — those who had resolved to come back to Silver Lake and try to make it their home once again — nearly caused her granite resolve to crumble.
Once everyone was reseated, Marla stepped to the microphone again.
“Friends, I am so very pleased to be here with you today, for this is a very special day indeed. As you all know, today marks the official reopening of the town of Silver Lake. It is a moment that has taken us decades to reach, and a moment that many thought would never come. The road back has been long and difficult, fraught with challenges and spotted with tears.
“This place is not merely another park in another American town, but rather the symbolic first piece to the larger puzzle that will become our new community. In gratitude to one of the heroes who fell during the unspeakable tragedy that threatened to eradicate Silver Lake all those years ago, it is my great honor to announce that this is now the Andrew Michael Corwin Memorial Park.”
The audience responded with another riotous ovation, this one nearly as long as the first.
“As many of you know,” Marla went on. “Andrew Corwin sacrificed his life in order to bring that crisis to a halt. And as you probably also know, he gave me information that enabled me and others to expose many of the corrupt people and dangerous practices in his industry, to the benefit of the general public.”
She removed a sheet of paper from the inside pocket of her blazer and carefully unfolded it. It was still crisp after more than four decades.
“This is the letter Andrew handed me on the day of the accident, before he walked off to his death. Some of you may remember that I posted it online, word for word, at the end of that unforgettable day. But I think it’s important for everyone, and especially important for the young people present, who will soon be making the decisions that shape this world in the years ahead, to hear what he wrote.
Dear Marla,
No words can express the sorrow I feel for the events that have unfolded on this day, or the suffering that will no doubt occur in the weeks, months, and years to follow. As Leo Corwin’s son, I have lived in the shadow of nuclear power for as long as I can remember — and I always feared that something ugly would step out of that shadow. Now, that nightmare has become reality. Part of me can hardly believe it, yet a larger part is not surprised at all.
My father was driven only by an insatiable hunger for profit. I remember him sitting at our dinner table reading spreadsheets, and in his office making deals on the phone late into the night. But I have no memory of him teaching me how to tie my shoes or ride a bicycle. I cannot remember a single joke he shared with me, or an occasion when he came to watch me play baseball or football. If there wasn’t money to be earned in the endeavor, he simply did not wish to invest the time.
People like my father are the last ones on earth who should be in a position to manipulate the awesome power of nuclear fission. It unleashes one of the elemental forces of the universe, capable of incredible destruction. One only needs to consider the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki to see this. Then there are incidents such as Chernobyl, Three Mile Island, Fukushima Daiichi, and, now, the tragedy that has occurred here in Silver Lake. These and countless other accidents are somehow either overlooked, underreported, or masterfully spun by PR professionals. Consider the many statements made by industry hawks eager to point out that no deaths occurred due to radioactive fallout as a result of the Fukushima debacle. I’m sure this information did little to buoy the spirits of all the people who were told they would be unable to return to their homes in the Okuma area for at least forty years.
I arranged for you to see my father’s sins as part of a larger objective. My hope was that you would expose them to the public, which in turn would result in the rapid termination of my father’s plans to build yet another plant. From there, and in the wake of his recent health problems, I would be able to begin investing in safer forms of energy production — solar, hydro, wind — with the ultimate dream of shutting down the nuclear aspects of the facility for good. Alternative energies are evolving at a greater pace than ever before, as well they should. When was the last time someone died because a water wheel malfunctioned? What terrorist group has ever attempted to sabotage a wind turbine? And where is there a town that’s been rendered uninhabitable due to a broken solar panel?
There are improvements being made in the nuclear industry as well, I don’t deny that. Better reactor designs, safer fuels, etc. Nevertheless, with so much tragic history as a precedent, we should be moving away from nuclear and closer to energy sources that pose little or no threat to anyone. They are a more plausible option than ever before, so it is unforgivable that we are not embracing them to a greater degree. Someday, perhaps, we will be able to revisit the idea of using nuclear fission to power our world. But for now, we have all the proof we need that we as a race are simply not ready for it. Instead of working to improve the illusion that we can control such power, we first need to improve ourselves. Once that happens, all good things will quickly follow.
Stay hopeful, Marla — and keep fighting the good fight.
Your Friend,
Andrew Corwin”

* * *
Hours later, the two women sat together on the gently sloping hill where the former Corwin plant was visible in the distance. Marla had removed her sandals and blazer, which lay nearby on the grass. Sarah’s knees were up, her arms wrapped around them.
“Now that it’s been fully decontaminated,” Marla said, nodding at the facility, “they’re going to try to repurpose it.”
“Hydro? From the river behind it?”
Marla nodded. “That’s what I hear. It won’t solve all of the local electricity problems, but it’s a start.”
“It’s a good idea if they can pull it off. Cost-effective. No sense wasting all that hardware. And the grid’s already in place.”
“Yeah.”
Sarah closed her eyes and took in a long breath through her nose.
“Ahh… smell that?”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
Marla gave her a puzzled look.
“Nothing weird, anyway,” Sarah said. “Remember the smell that day?”
“The metallic, ozone smell? Like laser printers?”
“Yeah. I thought I’d never get rid of it. Even when I moved down to D.C., I kept smelling it. Maybe just in my mind, but I could never shake it. Not until now, that is.” She inhaled again. “That’s fantastic. Nothing but warmth and dirt and honeysuckle, exactly as it should be. Nothing says fresh air like the scent of honeysuckle.”
A tern soared above the river, following its course for a time before dipping sharply and snatching something from the water. Then it turned east and disappeared.
“So what now?” Marla asked.
“Now? Hell, I don’t know.” Sarah turned to her. “I think we’ve saved the world enough for one lifetime, don’t you?”
“Maybe… maybe not.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean I’ve been asked to pass along a message.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah — now that this town is getting back on its feet again, it’s going to need a mayor.”
The tiniest of smiles touched upon one corner of Sarah’s mouth. “Are you serious?”
“I am — and so are they. Think about it, because these people need you. Really think about it.”
“I will.”
“Good.”
There was more silence, then Sarah said, “Can I assume you’ll be writing for the local rag again?”
“I will.”
“Can I count on your full support?”
“That depends on what you plan to do about our energy situation.”
Sarah turned back to the plant, studying the high ridge beyond the river.
“Maybe a few wind turbines, up there. And an array of solar panels. Big ones. How does that sound?”
Marla smiled.
“Like progress.”
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