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            DAY 1: PROSSER, WASHINGTON
 
            STATIC

         
 
         The screeching wakes me.
 
         Like metal on metal tearing and twisting and amplified a thousand times. I spring up in bed and clamp my hands over my ears. But my brain feels like it’s being pushed from the inside out. The sound goes on and on, building and building. I stagger out of bed and collapse. I want to twist my head off, the pain is so intense. There’s only one thing to do. I scream, hoping it will drown out the sound that is killing me in my room in the dark.
 
         And it stops.
 
         I tense up, ready for another blast, but it doesn’t come. A soft, deep hum fills my throbbing head. I stand, using the wall to steady my legs. Just as I’m thinking What the hell, the hall light turns on. Seconds later my door bangs open. Dad leans hard against the frame, his breathing short and fast. He’s been wearing a pacemaker since Thanksgiving. This had better not be a heart attack.
         
 
         “You okay, Josh?” he asks.
 
          
         His voice is shaky, but not like he needs CPR.
 
         “My head hurts,” I say.
 
         “Yeah. My ears are still ringing.”
 
         He waits, then says, “Can I come in?”
 
         “Sure,” I say, grabbing a pair of sweatpants off the floor and sliding them over my boxers. “Just don’t trip on anything.” A sweatshirt hangs over the back of my computer chair. I put it on.
         
 
         Dad hits the lights and navigates through the minefield of clothes, burned CDs, gaming magazines and assorted AV cables on his way to the window. He’s wearing red pyjama bottoms and a white T-shirt. A wet spot with a couple of brown chunks stains the front of his shirt. Based on the smell that hits me as he walks past, I figure it’s the digested version of last night’s supper. He peers out at the dawning day and scratches his butt. I’m sure he’s calculating barometric pressure and cloud cover. To me it’s obvious – another spring morning, more wind, more rain.
         
 
         “What just happened?” I ask.
 
         “Don’t know.”
 
         “A car crash?”
 
         Still looking out the window, he says, “No. This took too long. It was something else.”
 
         “Like it was inside your head?”
 
         He turns from the window. “Exactly.”
 
         “Then what the hell was it? I thought my brain was exploding.”
         
 
         “I’m thinking a furnace bearing.”
         
 
         That seems like a huge stretch. I walk to my desk and pick up the handset for the landline. No dial tone. Since our phone and Internet are bundled together, that means no web. Perfect. How will I get the rest of my homework done?
 
         I say, “Can furnace bearings shut down the telephone?”
 
         “It’s just a theory,” he says, sitting on a corner of my bed.
 
         Strength is returning to my legs. The ringing in my ears is almost gone. I glance at the digital clock on my bedside table.
 
         5.03 a.m.
 
         I should be sleeping for another hour. Then it’s thirty minutes of cramming for a first-period history test, but I can’t get online for the notes. This day has suck written all over it. A thought floats by, something I should catch, but my aching brain can’t reel it in.
         
 
         Dad says, “Try the radio.”
 
         I switch it on. Nothing but static up and down the band. And it’s a weird, wavering screechy static. I try AM. More of the same. The sound reminds me of the big noise. I turn it off. It’s a good thing Mom’s away at a conference. Otherwise she’d be freaking out.
 
         I’m starting to feel uneasy, like I’m on the edge of something but not sure what. I track down yesterday’s jeans and dig out my cell. “How much do you want to bet this doesn’t work?” I flip open the phone, dial our home number. “No service,” I say.
         
 
         “This is definitely unusual.”
 
         “You think?”
         
 
         He shoots me a pained look.
 
         “With a noise like this,” I say, “shouldn’t Dutch be barking his head off?”
 
         “Maybe.”
 
         “I’m going to see if he’s all right.”
 
         Dad stands up. “I’ll check the furnace.”
 
         
             

         
 
         Downstairs the house is dark, but there’s enough early morning light to see where I’m going. I walk into the living room first and look out the window. We live on a quiet cul-de-sac with overgrown hedges and washed-out cedar fences. At this hour the neighbourhood should be mostly asleep, but it isn’t. Lights are on everywhere. The apartment building across the street is lit up like it’s dinner time, not two hours before breakfast. I guess we aren’t the only ones with squeaky bearings.
         
 
         I walk into the kitchen. It still has the lingering smells from last night’s supper – Dad’s regrettable attempt at French onion soup. The digital clock on the microwave reads 5.05 a.m. Again that slippery thought comes to me, but this time I’m able to hold on. It’s probably been five minutes since the big noise. I wonder if it happened at exactly 5.00 a.m. I’m sure that means something, but again, the significance is just out of reach.
 
         Dutch is sleeping on the back deck, curled up on his rug by the patio door. A nervous, sad-eyed mutt, he barks at everything, even squirrels in a tree. I tap on the glass. He opens an eye, flips his tail a couple of times, and settles back to sleep. This feels wrong.
         
 
         Dad walks into the room and stands beside me. “I guess Dutch didn’t hear it,” he says, yawning. His tone doesn’t match the unsettled feeling in my stomach.
         
 
         “But none of the neighbourhood dogs are barking.”
 
         Dad scratches his head.
 
         “How’s the furnace?”
 
         “Running like a champ.”
 
         We share a look but say nothing.
 
         Birds fly from branch to branch. A gust of wind sends leaves skittering across the patio floor. Storm clouds gather and darken a turbulent sky. The sun feels like it’s going down instead of up. Sirens pierce the moment. It’s an ambulance and a fire engine, somewhere close. This wakes Dutch. He sees us, jumps to his feet, presses his nose to the glass.
 
         I reach for the door.
 
         “Josh, wait!”
 
         The urgency in Dad’s voice stops me cold. He’s looking up. I follow his eyes.
 
         The air is sucked out of my lungs. My jaw hangs open, numb.
 
         Dropping down through the clouds, silent like a spider on a web, is a massive black sphere.
 
         It’s a mile away at least, but even from this distance it dwarfs the neighbourhoods below. I brace myself for the horror of watching houses crushed with people inside. But it stops well above the trees, maybe five hundred feet off the ground. It hovers soundlessly.
         
 
         Dad whispers, “Sweet Jesus.”
 
         He points to another one, further to the east. Then another.
         
 
         Within half a minute the entire horizon is dotted with black spheres. Dutch scratches at the glass, oblivious to the scene playing out above his head.
 
         The spheres begin to rotate.
 
         Then, as if on cue, they all start emitting jagged beams of white-blue light. The beams split off into smaller and smaller ones, like twigs off a branch, some into the air, most striking the ground. Two cars are speeding down a road on Horse Heaven Hills. A flash of light and they’re both gone. No explosion, no ball of flame. Just gone.
 
         “Dad!” I yell.
 
         He stares out the window, shaking his head, mumbling, “No, no, no.”
 
         “I’m checking out front!”
 
         I sprint through the kitchen and down the hall to the living room window. I scan the front yard. There’s a sphere spinning above the apartment building. It’s picking off cars parked along the kerb. A dog trots by, dragging an empty leash.
         
 
         There’s a bicycle on its side in the middle of the cul-de-sac, an upside-down helmet and rolled-up newspapers scattered around. These belong to Jamie, our newspaper girl.
         
 
         I open the front door, search our yard, the street.
         
 
         “Jamie!”
 
         Nothing.
 
         “Jamie!”
 
         To my right, I hear a whimpering, crying sound. Four cars and a beat-up RV are parked at various spots in the cul-de-sac. A white Honda is closest to me. Jamie is crouched down low, using her position to shield her from the sphere. It’s a forty-yard dash to our front step.
 
         A flash of light and two cars are gone.
 
         “Jamie, now!”
 
         She looks at me. There’s a cut on her forehead, blood smeared on her cheek.
 
         Another flash. The RV disappears.
 
         She hesitates for a second, then stands up and runs. But something is wrong. Her left leg collapses. She regains her balance, starts running, stumbles again. I lunge to go out and help her. Two arms wrap me in a vice from behind. I’m pulled, screaming, back into the house.
 
         Jamie is at the end of our driveway. Her eyes lock on mine.
 
         She disappears, mid-stride, in a flash of blue-white light.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Day 1: Los Angeles, California
 
            FLASHES OF LIGHT

         
 
         She’s trying to wake me. “Megs? C’mon, honey.”
 
         I’m trying to ignore her.
 
         “Megs. Wake up.”
 
         Ignoring Mom is like ignoring a bad itch. She shakes my sleeping bag.
 
         “Wake up, honey. C’mon!”
 
         I know she won’t stop. And if I keep it up she’ll get mad, and that’s something I definitely want to avoid. I open my eyes. “Okay, okay! I’m up already.”
 
         She peers at me from the front seat, her face all perfect with Cinnamon Blush lips, brown eyeliner, hair brushed and tied back like she’s been at it for hours. Her blue satin top shows more boobs than I thought she had. I sniff the air. Her flowery perfume mixes in with all the dirty laundry piled up on the floor in the back.
 
         “Megs, I’m sorry, but I need to get going.”
 
         Going? Now I’m wide awake.

         “Where?” I sit up in the back seat, rub the sleep out of my eyes, and look at the digital clock duct-taped to the dashboard. It’s hard to focus in the dim light.
         
 
         4.48 a.m.
 
         “Why are we getting up now?”
 
         “I know it’s early, honey. I’m sorry. But I’m in a hurry and we have to talk.”
 
         Mom saying she’s sorry twice in the same day? That’s a record. Something is definitely wrong. I need to figure some things out. We’re in a place I don’t recognise, full of shadows. There’s lots of concrete. A blue car is parked next to us,
 
         and somewhere beyond that is a green door that reads  HOTEL LOBBY.
 
         “Where are we?”
 
         “We’re in the car park—”
 
         “At a hotel?”
 
         “Yes. But I—”
 
         “I thought we were going to sleep at the beach.”
 
         “We ran out of gas, remember?”
 
         It’s coming back to me in pieces. Rolling into LA after midnight. The tank on ‘E’. Getting lost. Finding this hotel. Mom parking in the car park, fixing her hair in the mirror, putting on lipstick, going in to get directions to the beach. Me falling back to sleep. Mom kissing me goodnight, smelling of cigarettes and beer.
         
 
         “Why do you have to leave now? Why are you all dressed up?”

         “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I have a job interview and I need to go right now.”
         
 
         “A job interview?” My heart skips a beat. “In those clothes?”
 
         “Yes, honey. Now you need to listen.”
 
         And the missing piece falls into place. The whispering man.
 
         “You’re meeting him, aren’t you? The one I heard you whispering with outside the car?”
 
         “He bought us dinner,” she says, her eyes avoiding mine.
 
         “Buffalo wings?”
 
         I remember them making out. He had thin grey hair and a beard.
 
         She takes a deep breath, fusses with a link on her bracelet. I can tell she’s dying to light a cigarette. She leans forward, suddenly going from soft to hard. Her green eyes drill into mine.
 
         “I don’t have time for this, Megs. You got that? Now be quiet and listen. You need to do exactly what I tell you.”
 
         She pauses, letting her words sink in. I sit in my sleeping bag, stewing.
 
         “Wait in the car. Don’t go anywhere. Keep the doors locked and don’t open them for anyone. Not anyone. Understand?”
 
         “Not even the police?”
 
         She blinks. This hits a nerve. The police are not our friends at the moment. “I’ll only be gone an hour,” she says.

         “A whole hour! Where are you going?”
         
 
         “A different hotel.”
 
         “Why doesn’t he interview you in this hotel?”
 
         “This hotel doesn’t have a… coffee shop.”
 
         She’s making absolutely no sense. “A coffee shop? What kind of job is it?”
 
         A car pulls up behind us. It’s a white Mercedes with tinted windows. I can’t see who’s driving, but I know it’s the whispering man. She grabs her purse.
         
 
         “Why don’t we just go to San Diego now?” I ask, knowing I can’t stop her, but needing to try. “We can just—”
 
         “Honey, please. We don’t have any gas, remember?” She smiles. We’re back to soft. “Don’t turn on the radio, okay? You could kill the battery and God knows we don’t need that. And remember, stay… in… the… car. When I come back I’ll have some money. We can buy gas and a huge breakfast at Denny’s, okay?” I hear the Mercedes idling behind us. She leans over the seat, kisses my hair and whispers, “And then we’ll go to the beach. I promise.” Her perfume hangs like a cloud of rose petals over my head. She checks her lips in the rear-view mirror, tugs her blouse down, opens the door and leaves.
 
         She starts walking towards the Mercedes, the click of her high heels echoing on the concrete walls. Then she stops, turns around.
 
         She changed her mind!
 
         She hurries back to the car and taps on the window. “Lock it,” she mouths, pointing to the button. I push it down and she smiles. Her bright red lips blow me a kiss. There’s something in her eyes, a glistening wetness, that doesn’t match her smile. Whatever this ‘interview’ is, I know she doesn’t want the job.
         
 
         Just because I’m twelve doesn’t mean I’m stupid.
 
         I swing round to watch through the duct-taped cracks in the rear window as she walks to the Mercedes. Even in a dirty parking garage she’s beautiful. Tall, thin, like a princess – in a clingy red skirt. She opens the passenger door, says something to the driver. He has grey hair and a beard. Without looking back, she gets in. The Mercedes glides out into the early morning shadows.
         
 
         Now what?
 
         I’m wide awake. I have to pee but my orders are to stay… in… the… car. That’s just great. If I’m going to make it I need a distraction. Some kind of game. I’m good at keeping track of time in my head. I can look at a clock once and then know exactly when fifteen minutes has passed, give or take five seconds. My best friend, Jessica, says it’s almost creepy the way I always know what time it is. She calls it my ‘brain clock’. It’s the closest thing I have to a superpower. I decide to count down each minute until she gets back. That’s fifty-nine starting… now.
         
 
         4.58 a.m.
 
         I look around our ratty old car, a ’78 Nova with thumb-sized cracks in the dashboard. The ashtray overflows with smashed-up Marlboros with red lipstick on them. Three days’ worth of empty Jalapeño Doritos bags are crumpled on the floor. I’m in a sleeping bag that hasn’t been washed since who knows when. Mom just sleeps under a thin yellow blanket with cigarette holes. Actually, I wonder if she sleeps at all.
         
 
         4.59 a.m.
 
         I try to remember where we slept two nights ago.
 
         Oh yeah, a truck stop just over the California state line. Smelled diesel fumes all night. But it wasn’t as scary as this place. There were more lights. Here there are lots of cars and lots of dark shadowy places between them. I notice a big black SUV in the corner, two rows over. It’s so big it makes the car beside it look like a toy. I wish we had a car like that. There’d be so much room…
 
         5.00 a.m.
 
         A thousand screaming demons explode in my head. It finally stops. My whole body is shaking. The car feels like it’s spinning and my ears hurt. I don’t know what to do, so I bury my head in my sleeping bag and hope that it doesn’t happen again. Where’s Mom? Why me? Am I sick? All these questions are flooding my brain – when there’s another noise.
 
         Sirens.
 
         Not just a couple. Hundreds. I sit up and look around. There are flashes of light, like lightning only without the thunder. Even though Mom said not to, I turn on the radio. It’s just static, no matter what button I push. Then people start running into the car park.
         

         First one or two, then a wide-eyed flood of people. Men in pyjamas, women in nightshirts dragging their sobbing kids. A guy wearing only a T-shirt and boxers unlocks the blue car next to ours. He comes out with a gun, sprints to the exit ramp and starts shooting at the sky. He disappears in a flash of light. Cars start, engines roar. People are trying to leave and other people are trying to stop them. A mom with her two young kids, a boy and girl, run towards the SUV. The little girl drops her stuffed rabbit. She tries to go back, but her mother picks her up and throws her crying into the SUV.
         
 
         Horns mix with the sirens.
 
         A man trips and falls to the ground.
 
         Cars drive over him like he’s a speed bump. I yell at them to stop, but no one hears me. Then the sound of breaking glass, tearing metal – more people screaming. Cars screech down from the upper levels and ram into cars on the ground floor. The SUV is trying to back out of its parking spot. A speeding truck clips the rear fender, crashing it sideways into another car. Now it’s trapped. Moments later the mom and her kids spill out of the passenger side. Blood is streaming down the little girl’s forehead. The mom looks towards the exit. Cars drive out, one after another, and disappear in flashes of light. A red BMW slams on its brakes. It skids halfway into the street and disappears. The mom picks up the girl and they run for the lobby door. The boy stops and turns like he forgot something, but his mom grabs his arm and pulls him away. His face is twisted in a scream.
         

         I smell burning rubber, engine exhaust, gasoline – and then I feel something.
         
 
         A warm wetness spreads inside my sleeping bag.
 
         Tears stream down my face, they smear on the glass.
 
         I feel like I can’t breathe. The sounds outside swallow up everything, even the air. I curl up into a ball on the back
 
         seat and close my eyes so tight they hurt. But I still see everything – cars driving over the fallen man. And those awful blinding flashes.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Day 2: Prosser, Washington
     
            MEGAPHONE MAN

         
   
         I call the black spheres PODs, short for Pearls of Death. They’re pearls because they remind me of the pair of dangly earrings I bought Mom for Christmas last year. Each earring had a single pearl – round, smooth and inky black. They weren’t very big, but if you looked at them just right they seemed to shine with a mysterious, translucent light. The PODs, if you look at them long enough with a pair of binoculars, seem to have something going on inside them too. I see shadowy shapes. Dad says there’s nothing to see but space metal.
         

         As for the death part – all I have to do is close my eyes. I see Jamie’s face, eyes open wide, mouth frozen in a silent scream. She was there, then she wasn’t. Like she was deleted.
         

         We counted the PODs today after breakfast. I got one hundred and twenty-eight. Dad got one hundred and twenty-two. He wears glasses and I don’t, so there’s part of your margin for error. Another variable is, a cloud moves on the horizon and, by golly, there’s another POD. They don’t seem to change their position, so that helps. We agree to split the difference. Dad writes it down in a notebook: 15 May / 8.55 a.m. – 125 PODs. I shake my head. We’re sitting at the breakfast table, the you-know-whats spinning silently outside the window. Dutch is inside, dozing by the patio door.
         

         “How long are we doing this counting?” I ask.

         “Every day.”

         “And the point of this exercise is?”

         “Track the changes.”

         “Why?”

         “Maybe figure something out.”

         “Like what?”

         He’s drawing an X and a Y axis, labelling them Days and PODs. He writes 125 at the bottom of the vertical axis.

         “Like what?” I ask again.

         “Their next move.”

         “Their next move? C’mon, Dad!” I slap the breakfast table with my hand, rattling plates and tipping over a salt shaker. White granules spill onto the table. “I’ll save you some time, okay? Their next move is to crush us like, like freaking bugs.” I almost dropped the F-bomb. It was right there, on the tip of my tongue. But he never swears, so I resist the urge in front of him.

         “We don’t know that,” he says.

         “Right. They came here to hang out, enjoy the view. Maybe pick up a couple of cars.”

         He blinks behind his glasses but says nothing.
         

         “Will this graph of yours help you figure out the odds of Mom being alive or dead?”

         I wish I could snatch the words and stuff them back in my mouth. But they’re out there now, bouncing around in his brain. He puts down the pencil, takes off his glasses, closes the notebook. The table is still littered with the remnants of breakfast. Clumps of congealed eggs sit on plates, cold, rubbery and yellow. Dad straightens the salt shaker but leaves the granules where they are. On a normal day he wouldn’t stand for this. As soon as the meal is over, or there’s a spill or whatever, he’s in instant clean-up mode. Mom says engineers crave order. He can’t help himself.
         

         “We’ve been over this already,” he finally says.

         “But it’s a subject worth revisiting. There’s no point in worrying about something outside our sphere of influence. We have to assume she’s okay and trying to reach us.”
         

         There are many Dad-isms that really get to me, but his Sphere of Influence speech – that’s got to be right near the top. It’s his logical adult brain torturing my freewheeling, irresponsible teenager brain.
         

         Like yesterday.

         Once it looked like the PODs weren’t going to attack the houses (yet), I spent the day trying to reach Mom. After a couple of hours Dad said it was a waste of time, they were jamming all the frequencies. It was frustrating. We have electricity and running water, but anything that has to do with communication either flat-out doesn’t work or is filled with that alien space spam. But I kept surfing the channels anyway until Dad pulled the plug. “CNN is cancelled,” is all he said.
         

         Later, after dinner, I asked him why he didn’t seem more worried about Mom. That’s when I got his fifteen-minute Sphere of Influence speech. Boiled down to one sentence, it goes like this: We can’t do anything about her situation, so let’s focus on ours.

         Now he’s plotting his little graph and I have to call it what it is: total BS.

         “Dad, the PODs deleted every car, truck and freaking aeroplane. We’re all stuck in our houses until they decide to delete those too. They conquered our little planet without breaking a sweat. I’d say they’re way beyond our sphere of influence.”

         “We have the Camry.”

         He cracks me up. He really does. Our street used to be choked with rusty RVs, broken-down trucks and old Camaros with bad paint jobs up on blocks. Gone. Dad’s VW Rabbit – deleted. All that’s left is the oil stain in the driveway. But Mom’s car is still in the garage, ready to go. Where are the cruise missiles? The F-16s? The nukes? That’s what I want to know.
         

         “So that’s your secret weapon? A 1997 Camry with a hundred and ninety-seven thousand miles on the clock and a broken radio?”
         

         He stands up, starts stacking plates. “Josh, if you don’t want to count the PODs, fine. I’m not going to make you.”
         

         I should help clear the table, but I don’t feel like it.

         I should tell him that I’ll count the PODs, but I don’t feel like doing that either. So I sit and force myself to look out the window while he crams plates and glasses into the dishwasher. A cat is prowling the back yard, looking for mice. Dutch watches from the patio, too lazy to move. I know exactly how he feels. In the distance a flock of geese head for some unseen pond. This would be an ordinary spring morning except for the alien spaceships floating over the muddy landscape.
         

         And then, as if the day couldn’t get any better, Megaphone Man starts up.

         The first time we heard him was yesterday afternoon. Right after the PODs’ arrival, there were lots of sirens. Half an hour later and that was done. Then people started shouting from their windows, calling out names of people who should be home but weren’t, mixed in with the occasional profanity aimed at our uninvited guests. And, of course, there were guns – it sounded like a war zone for a while. That set off Dutch more than an army of squirrels. Then things quieted down. A resigned silence settled over the neighbourhood.

         And then it started.

         Some guy with a megaphone, calling out, “The Shepherd has returned for His flock! Armageddon is here! Repent, all ye sinners, and embrace the Word of the Lord!”

         He kept it up for hours. Sometimes he’d mix in Bible verses, sometimes he’d sing parts of a hymn. But most of the time it was the Shepherd Returning message, over and over. People yelled at him to shut up, others said, “Amen.” I went to sleep with a pillow over my ears.
         

         And now he’s back at it. Megaphone Man.

         Dad is wiping down the counter. The table is clear, a gleaming testimony to cleanliness. I ask him, “Do you believe what he’s saying?”

         Dad says, “When Jesus comes, it won’t be in a spaceship.”

         I say, “Maybe Jesus sent the spaceships.”

         He stops wiping. Looks at me and says, “Whatever they are, it has nothing to do with God, Jesus or Armageddon.”

         Maybe he’s right, maybe he isn’t. Either way, for the first time in my life I find myself wishing for something I never knew I wanted.

         A megaphone.

         Then I could express my opinions, see what the neighbourhood thinks of that.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Day 2: Los Angeles, California
     
            A LONG, DARK SMEAR

         
   
         I’m all cried out. I’m still alone. The sky is full of giant spinning black balls that kill anyone stupid enough to go outside. I’ve been out of the car only twice – once to pee and once to look at the sky. That one look was enough for me. Now I sit alone in the car, staring out the window like a rat in a cage. But I don’t have anyone to look at. The car park is empty, except for twisted-up cars, broken glass and the smell of leaking gasoline.
         

         And Speed Bump Guy.

         All I see from here are legs twisted at some crazy angle.

         I was too afraid to check on him when I left the car. I try not to look over there, but sometimes I do it anyway.

         My stomach is growling like an angry dog. I dig up the empty Doritos bags in the back seat. That’s good for a few crumbs and a handful of salty jalapeño dust. I’m still insanely hungry, so I lick the insides of the bags. Bad idea. It just makes me thirstier and all the water bottles are empty.
         

         What’s driving me nuts is that there’s a cool bag in the boot with some food and drinks (mostly beer, I think), but I don’t know how to get to it. Mom took the keys, and the boot-release thing inside the car is busted. I know how to break into boots with a tyre iron – I’ve seen Mom’s idiot boyfriend, ex-boyfriend, Zack, do it a couple of times. But I don’t have a tyre iron, and even if I did, it would ruin the boot and get Mom screaming mad. She said she’d be back, so I’ll wait. But for how long? If she’s not back by tomorrow morning, then I’m going to break into the other cars and find something to eat. I could go into the hotel, but what’s the point? I don’t have any money.
         

         In the afternoon two men, a short, thick guy in a blue hooded sweatshirt that says HOOTERS on the front and a tall, bony man with long tattooed arms and a shiny head, argue about what to do with Speed Bump Guy. The tall man says forget about it. The short man, whose face I can’t quite see because of the hood, says throw the carcass outside. They do rock-paper-scissors and the short man wins. They drag the body to the exit, lift him by the arms and legs, swing one-two-three, and heave him into the street. Speed Bump Guy doesn’t touch the ground. There’s a flash from the sky and all that’s left of him is a dried-up pool of blood and a long, dark smear. After that I’m not hungry.
         

         
              

         

         Day turns into night. I try to sleep. It’s hard work with all the hunger cramps and noises and stuff, but I finally do. That lasts two hours, seven minutes and eight seconds. First it’s voices, then flashlights, then smashing windows, then car alarms. It turns into one big ball of noise. I’m afraid to look out the windows, so I curl up in my sleeping bag and wait for it to end. Someone shakes the driver’s door while another person pounds on the boot. They swear and move on. I would have peed myself if I’d had any water to drink. Maybe all they saw was dirt and duct tape and figured there wasn’t anything worth taking.
         

         Finally they leave, but I can’t get back to sleep. The alarms keep going and going. I know they’ll eventually stop, but the sound is driving me crazy. It’s like the cars are crying for help. I wrap an old sweatshirt around my head to block out the noise and try to think of something else. Like Mom and her promise. A great big breakfast at Denny’s. I’ll pick a strawberry waffle with extra whipped cream and lots of butter melting down the sides. I’ll pour on so much syrup that the waffle floats. Mom will say, “Would you like some waffle with that syrup?” And if there’s enough money maybe I’ll even get a chocolate milkshake. Then it’s beach time.
         

         I’ve never been to the beach. Or at least to a beach that’s next to an ocean. The stinky mud at Thompson’s Pond that people call a beach doesn’t count. Mom said the ocean water is cold at this time of year but if I wanted to swim I could. She warned me not to open my eyes because the water is salty. There might be jellyfish too. That’s fine with me. All I want to do is jump in the waves like the kids on TV.

         Mom and me, strawberry waffles and the beach. Now that’s worth waiting for.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Day 3: Prosser, Washington
     
            DIRTY LAUNDRY

         
   
         Today is Friday. I’m in my bedroom on top of the blankets thinking about all the should-be’s. I should be handing in an essay for American Lit and taking a mid-term in Chemistry. I should be walking Lynn, my girlfriend for all of two months, to choir practice. She should be asking me to the dance and I should be pretending to think about it before saying yes. And on top of all this, I’m turning sixteen in four days, which means I should be taking the road test for my driver’s licence in five days. Mom should be coming home from her conference the night before my birthday. We were all going out for pizza and a final practice drive in the Camry. Instead for my birthday present I get an alien invasion. Lucky me.
         

         But there’s no guarantee that I’ll even live until tomorrow, so why do I care? Now that we’re all stuck in our houses, we’re pretty much sitting ducks. A knock on my door keeps me from rolling with that depressing thought.

         Dad comes into the room. He’s holding a pile of crumpled clothes. “Do you have any whites that need to be washed?” he asks. “I’m doing a load.”
         

         I say, “The world’s about to end and you’re doing laundry?”  
         

         He says, “I promised Mom I wouldn’t let the laundry pile up while she’s gone.”

         I’m looking at the definition of insanity. He’s in my room asking for whites. I sit up and point out the window. “Do you think they give a flying fuck whether our underwear is clean?”

         There, I did it. I dropped the F-bomb. I see it exploding inside his bald head.

         After a beat, he says, “I’d prefer it if you didn’t swear.”

         “I swear all the time at school,” I say, “just not in front of you.”

         “Find another way to express your concerns.”

         Concerns? I’m way past that. “Why?” I ask. “With all the shit that’s happening, what does it matter?”

         “It disappoints me,” he says. “And it would disappoint Mom.”

         “Then there’s a lot about me that will disappoint you.”

         He walks around my room, picking up various pieces of clothing that I will never wear again, clean or dirty. When he’s finished, he walks to the door, stops and says, “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of opportunities to disappoint each other. Let’s just try not to start the process too soon.” Then he leaves, closing the door softly behind him.

         Dinner is ham sandwiches on stale bread with miscellaneous bruised fruits and rubbery vegetables. We dance around serious topics with inane observations, like Dad saying, “Looks like the wind is picking up,” and me saying, “I didn’t know you put salt on carrots.” It’s a truce of sorts. Most of the time the only sound is our silverware scraping against the plates while the PODs do their silent dance outside the dining room window. I feed Dutch a couple of hunks of bread off my sandwich. Dad sees this but, amazingly, doesn’t say a thing.
         

         After dinner Megaphone Man starts up with his Day of Reckoning announcement. Rather than listen to him, I decide to break the truce and ask Dad a question that is bugging me. I find him in the living room doing a very worthwhile

         project – folding laundry. The clothes are separated into two piles, his and mine.

         “Do you think the PODs are everywhere,” I ask, picking up a pair of jeans from my pile and folding it, “or just here?”

         “What do you mean by ‘just here’?”

         “Over the United States.”

         “Why would you think that?”

         “Maybe they’re not from space. Maybe we’re being invaded by another country.”
         

         He’s shaking his head. I don’t know where this idea came from. It’s something I thought up just now, but I’m liking it. If nothing else, it rattles his chain.

         “No, really,” I say. “Maybe it’s the Chinese, or South Korea—”

         “North Korea.”
         

         “Yeah, whatever. One of those communist countries.”

         Dad looks at me. “What are they teaching you in school these days?”

         “I’m serious. What’s wrong with my theory?”

         He picks up a shirt, shakes it, puts it on the coffee table, smoothes it out. Starts folding one side, then the other. My dad, the folding machine. “This technology is way beyond anything man-made,” he says. “Somehow they figured out a way to cancel gravity. And then there are the weapons – the head-exploding screech that targets only humans, the frequency jamming, those beams of light.”
         

         “The ones that killed Jamie right outside our door? Before I could help her because someone grabbed me from behind. You mean those beams?”

         This stops the folding machine, but only for a second. “It’s alien technology, Josh. Nothing else makes sense.”

         I drop the subject. He’s right and we both know it. I also know he’s not finished making his point. I pick up a shirt from my stack and fold. He watches my technique. The folded shirt is uneven and lumpy, not the symmetrical objects of art that he has piled up neatly in front of him. I know he wants to show me the right way to do it. The thought of all those wrinkles is torturing him. Somehow he resists.
         

         Finally he says, “They can’t cover the whole planet. There’d have to be millions of them. I think they’re just over the major population centres – and strategic sites.”

         “Then why are they here, over us? We’re just some shi— I mean, crappy little town.”
         

         It’s true. We only have one high school. One stupid mall with lame stores that keep closing, one broken-down theatre showing movies that came out on DVD two months ago. There’s a paper-processing plant that stinks up our air when the wind blows, a bunch of used-car lots selling overpriced rust buckets and one crummy bridge spanning a greasy, polluted river with toxic fish. Once you hit the motorway leaving town, all you see is desert and tumbleweed for fifty miles in any direction.
         

         “We’re close to a nuclear power plant,” he says.

         “That’s sixty miles away.”

         “When you travel billions of miles, what’s another sixty?”

         “Okay then. If you travel billions of miles, you don’t make a trip like that unless you plan to stay a while.”

         He chews on that one in silence. Score one for me.

         His folding is done. His stuff is in three stacks: shirts, trousers, socks and underwear. The display looks like it should be on a shelf at L.L. Bean. Even the socks are tidy – paired and rolled into little sock balls. He eyes my work but says nothing.

         “So how long are they staying, Dad?”

         “As long as it takes.”

         “To do what?” I’m not folding clothes anymore. I’m wadding them up.

         “Accomplish their plan.” 

         “And that plan would be?”
         

         His eyes, blue and suddenly watery, lock on to mine. After a moment, he takes one of my fabric balls, a T-shirt, and folds it the right way. He says, “That’s the million-dollar question, Josh. Let me know when you figure it out.” He carefully combines his stacks and heads for the stairs. “Good luck with the folding.”
         

         The dead space he leaves behind fills up with Megaphone Man droning on about the end of the world. I’m sick of Armageddon this and End of Time that. I run to the door, open it and yell at him to shut the hell up.

         I wish the rest of the neighbourhood would yell at him too. But no one’s saying anything. I guess they’re either too dead or too scared. We’re all bugs on a sidewalk, waiting for the boot to fall. But when that finally happens, one thing is for sure.

         I’ll be wearing clean underwear.
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