Summer Storm

Tonight someone will die of AIDS. Tonight someone will cry over a dead phone line. Tonight someone will stare down the barrel of his father’s gun and wonder. Tonight someone will realize that they are in love seconds too late. Tonight someone will be born. Tonight someone will give her mother a goodnight kiss for the first time in years. Tonight someone will smoke the last cigarette. Tonight there will be a storm.

The day was mercilessly hot and muggy. At five thirty that afternoon, Rose was playing with the kids on the swing sets, occasionally stopping to push the sweat out of her eyes. Lexi was intent on making a clumsy dandelion stem necklace for her mother. Leah was inside, frantically scrubbing dishes in a furious attempt to finish her job responsibilities in time to run by her boyfriend’s house and snatch a kiss before he went in to his fast food job. Caleb was mopping the floors in the kitchen, periodically pausing to contemplate Leah’s backside as she bent over the dishwasher.

Christine was running to Wal-Mart to pick up a roll of film.


Seattle was thoughtfully strumming her guitar, mulling over the next chord progression in the song she was writing.


The storm was moving fast – thirty five miles an hour, which is pretty fast for nature, though it isn’t a speed that would impress the average lawless adolescent. It was racing northeast, furiously spawning hail and threatening tornados, sending the National Weather Service into a frenzy of beeping warnings and red alert screens.


But the skies were still clear and no one at Saint Matthew’s Day Care Center was particularly worried about the vague mutterings of chances of severe storms or the subtle hint of turbulence in the air. There were more important matters at hand: dandelions, dishes, dirty floors, swing sets.

Leah stood alone at the sink in the empty cafeteria, slinging soapy water in all directions as she madly sprayed dishes and tossed them haphazardly into the tray which would bear them into the sanitizer/dishwasher. She was a mildly attractive girl with dark red hair, unnaturally blue eyes, and a head-turning figure – curvy in the right places and slender and fragile in the other places. She glanced desperately at the remaining mountain of sippy cups, pitchers, trays, and toys. .When a kid got sick, everything he or she touched had to be sanitized. There was a slight epidemic of hand foot and mouth disease that had been keeping Leah late all week with the dishwasher. She looked over at the dirty clothes basket, overflowing with crib sheets and washcloths stained with afternoon snack, snot, vomit, and God knows what else – all of which had to be washed and in the dryer before she could leave. She stopped, holding the spray nozzle limply in her hand, defeated. 


Then she thought about Seth – the way he’d wrap his arms around her and listen sympathetically while she bitched about her day. She had to see Seth. She had to. And, she thought, steeling herself, the only way to do it was to haul ass and get finished with her shit. She attacked the dishes with new resolve and renewed fervor, clenching her teeth and ignoring the pain the hot, soapy water caused her left index fingertip, ragged and bleeding from her bad habit of ripping off her nails.

At least today she had a nice fat four-hundred-dollar pay check in her pocket. Not that she could spend any of it. This was only a summer job to pay for college. She’d thought it would be easy – playing with kids all day? How hard could it be? But after two weeks of it she was bitterly aware that she should have pursued a job as a receptionist in a bank as her friends suggested.


The heavy old wooden door painted a curious shade of Pepto Bismol pink creaked and groaned and finally cracked like a whip as Caleb forced it open, having to literally throw all his weight at it.

Leah glanced over at him. “It’s easier to get in through the other door,” she said with a good-natured grin.

He smiled back. “Maybe I just wanted to walk by you again.”


Leah inwardly shivered in secret delight. It always felt good to be flirted with, no matter how much you love someone, especially by the tall dark criminal sort. Caleb stood over six feet tall, with a slightly husky frame – not overweight, just built like a grizzly bear. His hair was dyed jet black and pulled back into a pony tail. He was wearing sagging black jeans complete with heavy wallet chain and a black Nine Inch Nails t-shirt (in a church-run day care center, which made Leah rather adore him). At first she’d thought he was some sort of maintenance worker, and complimented him shyly on his Tool shirt. He’d smiled and said thanks, grateful for locating a similar species in a strange environment. Then she’d heard from the nursery workers that he was in fact doing community service for theft and possession of narcotics. 

“Still. The other door isn’t broken,” she said, feeling a little guilty for the playful suggestion in her voice.


“I got done mopping and the director told me to come back in here and help you.”


Leah bit her lip in thought, a gesture that quite nearly forced Caleb to move behind the counter to cover up instinct. “Ok, you can start the laundry. That’d be a big a help.”


“Ok,” he said, and started sorting through the putrid stack in the basket. “You do this everyday?”


“Yep.”


“This is disgusting.”


“Yeah, I’m doing this for college.”


He raised his eyebrows. “I commend you for your determination, then.”


“Thanks.”


“So where are you going to college?”


“NYU,” she said, shoving the tray into the dishwasher, splashing Cascade into the door, slamming it shut, and poking the green button marked WASH.


“Damn,” Caleb whistled. “Getting the hell out of Dodge, huh?”


“Yeah,” she said with a happy grin.


“So do you have a boyfriend here or anything?” Caleb congratulated himself for finally being able to get the question out without being painfully obvious.


“Yeah,” she answered, suspecting his motive and feeling equal parts disappointed in the confession and excited by the ego-feeding discouragement showing faintly in his face.


“Are you going to try to stay together or what? When you go to school, I mean.”


She shrugged. “Yeah. We’re just going to see how it goes.”


Caleb started the washer and moved to the sink and plunged his hands in the soapy water to help Leah with dishes. Leah was slightly set off balance by his sudden closeness.


“Faster with two people,” he said as he swabbed out the inside of a pink sippy cup.


Rose’s back and shoulders were aching from the merciless action of pushing the kids on the swings. Finally she could take no more and told them she had to take a break. Like most three-year-olds will, they found her excuse unacceptable and looked at her with big, resentful eyes as she limped to her folding chair and sank into it.


She had been sitting maybe five seconds when Lexi ran over to her.


“Look!” She said, thrusting her dandelion necklace triumphantly into Rose’s face.


“That’s pretty, Lexi,” Rose said with a tired smile.


Lexi was Saint Matthew’s biggest asset and its worst problem. She was small for her age – at three she was barely three feet tall, with wispy blond hair usually pulled back into a pony tail and quick, sharp blue eyes set in an elfin face. She was alarmingly thin, though no one really worried about it after watching her devour nearly three times as much lunch as her classmates. The good news about Lexi was that she was ridiculously intelligent for her age – she was already starting to read and could add and subtract almost as well as Rose (although Rose was the first to admit that math was not her strongest subject). She was also observant and as perceptive as any adult, although she was somewhat lacking in tact. She’d approached Rose one day and asked frankly in her warbling birdsong voice, “Is it because your son got killed that you work in a day care?”


Rose had been too stunned to do anything but nod yes.


The bad news about Lexi was that she was a belligerent, outspoken, arrogant, and incorrigible disciplinary problem. Rose was the only teacher she had not physically attacked, and her mother had been threatened on more than one occasion that if she couldn’t do her job as a mother for Lexi Saint Matthew’s refused to have the young renegade on the premises.

But Rose got along with her, and she didn’t know if it was because she identified with the girl or with her mother so much. Lexi’s mother looked a lot like her daughter – although the wispy hair was more stringy and limp, the eyes less quick and more defeated, the elfin face thinner and meaner. Rose had seen her yell at Lexi, blowing cigarette smoke into the child’s face, and the twenty-three year old suspected that some of the bumps and bruises were not from klutziness or tricycle wrecks, as the kid insisted.


Rose understood both situations, and she understood that treating Lexi with respect and equality was the only way to get her to cooperate.

“I made it for Mom, but I want you to have it,” she said thoughtfully, slipping the green circlet over Rose’s head. 


“Thanks, Lexi,” Rose said, with a more sincere smile.


“Want to spend the night at my house sometime?” Lexi asked seriously.


“We’ll see,” Rose answered. Suddenly a wail went up from a distant corner of the playground.


“Shit,” said Rose, standing up. “I’ll be back, Lexi, and don’t use that word.”


“I won’t tell on you,” Lexi called after her as she ran to rescue Tim Davis from the overturned Playschool Tractor.

6:30 pm. Severe thunderstorm warning in effect. Tornado and flash flood watch. Travelers advised to seek shelter.


Christine all but skipped through the automatic doors. She was in a wonderful mood for the first time in months. Something about the day – the tension in the air, Led Zeppelin One playing in her car, plans with her two best friends in the whole world…


She felt like singing, like drinking in the whole world and rolling the taste around her mouth like bubble gum. 

Leah, Seattle, and Christine were a threesome – Luke, Hans, and Leia, the Three Musketeers, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, three in one. Seattle – blond, sarcastic, musical, the leader and plan-maker. Leah – red-headed, sexual, sensitive, and shy – the daydreamer and psychiatrist. Christine – dark, angry, brilliant, and passionate – the poet. They joked about how if their personalities could be fused they might make a sane person together. They relished the general theory that they were a coven of secret lesbian witches. In relationships, Leah was the most successful, steady, loving, and a practicing non-virgin since eighth grade. Seattle was experimental toward the opposite sex, and shied away from commitment, preferring her drunken encounters and two-week flings to anything more lasting. Christine was the desired one, the impossible one, the celibate one that everyone wanted and no one reached. 


There was a lilt to Christine’s walk as she headed toward her car. The heat was still scorching and oppressive, but she could deal with it all right. She wondered if Leah had gotten off work yet, and was mapping out the quickest route to Seattle’s house where they would all meet up.


Christine had had a sort of epiphany. More than even Seattle and Leah, Christine had been raging and seething against their small town home. But now that all three of them had their ticket out, Christine was realizing that in spite of the racism, the homophobia, the narrow-mindedness, the rednecks, the ignorance, she’d found some of the most incredible people she could ask for here, and no matter how much she hated or hurt or screamed or lashed out she loved her friends more than life itself. That day she was absolutely overflowing with love and happiness and lazy summer thirst for life.

She had her keys out and after twirling them around her fingers was about to unlock the door when a slightly drunken, Southern drawl yelled at her from the giant pickup truck parked next to her.


“Want to go for a ride?”


Seattle Anderson was the only one watching the purple clouds gather and creep east. She rolled her eyes and glanced at her watch. 7:00. Leah probably got off work late and had to get her Seth fix, ditching Seattle yet again in favor of the opposite sex. Christine probably was being all angsty again and decided not to show up due to a terribly, fashionably tragic need for solitude. Seattle dealt with this sort of thing all the time, and even though circumstances annoyed her, she was used to it.

So she picked up her guitar and played through the opening of the song she had started that afternoon as the first rain drops started splashing against the windows.


Leah hadn’t intentionally skipped out on Seattle; she’d honestly forgotten all about it. She might have eventually remembered if Seth hadn’t gotten off work.


She’d thrown the last load of laundry in the dryer, turned off the dishwasher, and flipped off the light switch.


Caleb watched her scurry around. “Nice meeting you,” he said.


“Yeah, you too,” she said, stopping to give him one last glance over. “So this was your last day?”


“Mh hm. I’m a free man after this.”


She nodded, embarrassed to be disappointed. “How much longer are you going to be here today?”

He grinned lecherously. “I’ve been off since three.”


“Ok, then,” she said, meeting his laser green eyes. Then she turned to leave.


“Christine’s friend!” Caleb exclaimed before she got out the door.


“Huh?”


“You’re the girl who always came to see Christine when she was working at Sonic. Right?”


“Yeah, I guess.”


“I KNEW I knew you from somewhere. How’s she doing?”


“She’s ok,” Leah said, bristling as she suspected that yet again she was second best to her beautiful and troubled best friend.


“Tell her I said hi, then,” he said, the flirt gone from his voice.


“Sure,” grumbled Leah.


“How about that other girl you hang out with? The crazy chick?”


“Seattle?” Leah asked, smiling at the common description of her friend.


“She in jail yet?”


“Not to the best of my knowledge.”


“Cool girl. I took Drivers Ed with her. She was something else.”


“She is something else.”


“Well, very nice to meet you, Leah, and I hope we run into each other again someday.”


“Yeah, I’ll see you.” Leah tried to leave through the broken Pepto Bismol door, nearly falling over when it refused to open.


Caleb smiled, put both his palms against the door, and pushed. It grudgingly snapped open, and Leah stepped through with an embarrassed ‘thank you.’


Then she literally ran to her car, threw it open, jumped in, and pealed out, driving like a crazed ape to Seth’s.



She skidded to a halt outside his house and half-sprinted up his steep driveway. She slowed to a more casual walk in case his parents were home and saw her through the window as she mounted the porch steps. She caught her racing breath and rang the doorbell, noticing for the first time the little wooden decoration hanging next to the door. It was a cat holding a sign that said, “Come in from the cold.” It’s 97 degrees outside, she thought.


While she was waiting for someone to open the door, she noticed for the first time that the wind was picking up and lightning was crackling over the horizon.


She heard Seth coming from the other side of the door. It had to be him; she knew his gait. He pulled open the door and leaned against the frame.


“Hey beautiful,” he said with a lazy grin. Seth was six feet four inches tall, with a lanky frame – even though he complained about burgeoning love handles, Leah couldn’t see them. His arms and shoulders were lean but powerful, muscled but not bulging. His shaggy brown hair fell over his stormy gray eyes and long, strong-featured face. He was wearing worn-out, ripped up jeans and a faded Nirvana Unplugged in New York shirt.


“I don’t have to work tonight,” he told her in his low, relaxed voice.


“Really?” Leah asked, her face like an excited puppy.

“Really. Wanna come in?” The chance encounter with Caleb was gone and forgotten at the way Seth’s face softened and his voice grew gentler for her.


Seth was a stoner kid, failing school, getting in fights, getting high, getting in trouble. And Leah loved him with all the violent intensity and searing passion of a hurricane.


He chivalrously held the door open for her and ushered her into his basement room. “Mmmm,” he growled. “How’s your day been?” He pulled her close and suddenly Leah was completely enveloped in Seth’s dark, smoky scent as she buried her head in his chest.


“Shitty,” she whined.


“I’ll make it better,” he promised.


She smiled. “I’ll trust you.”

He pretended to be indignant. “You’re goddamn right.”


Lexi sat in her room pretending to watch TV. She could hear Mom yelling at Dad on the phone. At three she was vaguely aware that she had been the reason they had got married, and somehow the reason they’d gotten divorced in just two and a half years. The way Lexi saw it, there really wasn’t much she could do about it except try to stay out of Mom’s way, which she did as much as possible. Like now. It was starting to thunder outside, and it was dark way too early for a summer night, but Mom didn’t need her running up to her being scared. Mom couldn’t deal with that on top of everything else.

So Lexi learned how to pretend. She’d learned how just as soon as she could talk and remember. And she did it all the time; sometimes she worried that she was weird because she spent so much time in her head, but the worries weren’t enough to make her stop. And right now with the thunderstorm overtaking her, and her own fear storming in her stomach, she was pretending as hard as she could.


The storm was ok, because it only meant that Rafa was coming back. Rafa was an imaginary best friend of sorts, but not a normal one. Rafa was a winged black lion that was a statue most of the time but every once in a while would come to life when the sun went down. And you could always tell when he was around because any time he came to life there was a big storm. Yeah.


Sometimes Lexi forgot she was pretending and sometimes she really expected to see him stalking through the clouds. Rafa made the dark ok and the storm ok and Mom’s hate ok. And eventually if she could pretend long enough and hard enough he could make Lexi ok and she’d be able to go to bed.

Caleb left right after Leah, getting in his red Grand Am with the speakers that completely obscured the view from his rearview mirror. He’d had to sign a waiver for those speakers promising not to sue if he got in a wreck due to not being able to see out his back window. He went by Sonic to say hi to his friends – he’d lost his job as a manager after the arrest. He was back on the road to his apartment by seven, when the storm really got started. He sang along with Maynard Keenan as he drove, flipping on his windshield wipers as the rain fell harder. Eventually he quit singing along, and then he turned down the volume. When the hail started he turned it off completely.

“Oh, shit,” he muttered as the rain turned into torrents and the hail really started pounding angrily on the roof of his car. It was getting darker and the road was disappearing in front of him under the sheets of rain. 


“Shit, shit, shit, shit!” he started a gradual crescendo as he hydroplaned. He gripped the wheel, trying to regain control.


The car obstinately screeched the opposite direction, until finally Caleb listened to the sound of the crash, which somehow seemed to precede the sickening sensation of collision, flying forward, slamming backward, air bag exploding, seat belt snapping taut.


“Come on Leah, where’s the business?” Seth asked playfully as they squared off in a friendly wresting match. They fought a lot, and Seth always won. Leah felt like it was his way of compensating for the structure of their sex life. Leah was in charge of those matters. Leah was relatively practiced, much more so then Seth, and she was occasionally bothered by the feeling that she was praying on his innocence. But when they wrestled, Leah felt more like the more unfortunate end of a game of cat and mouse.

“Fuck you,” she sputtered, out of breath.


“You fight like a pussy,” he teased.


“Ok, so teach me,” Leah said defiantly.

Seth rolled his eyes. “Ok, I’ll teach you how to fight.” Saying so, he quite abruptly pulled his black tee shirt over his head. “What? It’s hot down here.”


Leah raised her eyebrows. “All right, then.”


Seth smirked at her. “No distractions though, got it? We keep this professional.”


“Hey, I’m not the one ripping off my shirt.”


“Feel free.”

“Fuck you,” she said, running at him.


Seth grabbed her wrist and spun her around, getting her into a choke hold. “See what I just did? That’s a good way to deal with somebody running at you like that.”


“Ok,” Leah gasped for air.


“Try it.” Seth released her and backed up. 


“Christ, don’t hurt me,” she said.


“I’ll go slow. Now, step forward,” he instructed her, and talked her through the process.


“So what do I do if some guy attacks me on the street?”


He thought for a second. “Well, if he comes at you from the front, he’d probably get you like this.” Suddenly he had her by the shoulders. “Just kick him in the junk, really.”


“Ok.”


“But don’t do that to me. Please.” He let go. “Now if he comes at you from the back –“ He grabbed her around the waist and put a hand over her mouth. “Now, bite, but not really, get your arms free, and grab this arm like… that….” He arranged her. “Now, if he struggles, you’ll break his arm.”


“Thanks.”


“But if it really happens, just go for the junk. Bite, scream, try to hit him really hard in throat, stuff like that.”


He moved to face her. “Now, basic wrestling moves.”


Rose sat on her back porch, watching the storm. The lightning, the rain, the wind, swirling around her, as she smoked her cigarette and thought about her own personal storm. It was an angry, bitter, and confused maelstrom she couldn’t quite fight her way out of, no matter what she tried. Alcohol, weed, sex, her son… nothing worked. And ever since Josiah died things had been so hollow. Not worse, just hollow. She took a deep drag and exhaled, lost in thought.


Josiah playing in the sprinkler, Josiah coloring a picture, Josiah by himself, Josiah climbing over the neighbor’s fence and drowning in their pool. Josiah by himself. Josiah terrified and by himself.

Josiah’s mother inside, passed out drunk, unable to hear his choking screams.


Rose shuddered and lit another cigarette.


Should have paid more attention, should have listened more, should have said more, shouldn’t have yelled so much, should have been there, SHOULD HAVE FUCKING BEEN THERE…


Her throat tightened and tears forced their way out, burning, excruciating.

“Goddamn it, Rose,” she said, wiping her face angrily. “Cut it out.”


So she quit crying and tried to watch the lightning, tried to forget. The more she tried to forget, the more she remembered, and each cigarette she smoked did nothing to make it go away.

Across the street, Seattle was on her front porch, too, playing her guitar. Maybe it was a little cliché, but she was enjoying herself. Seattle played the guitar, spoke through the instrument. All the elements of her song were coming together as the storm began to rage. She lost herself in an inspirational ecstasy, rippling E minor arpeggios and roaring bar chords springing from her fingertips into the wind. She closed her eyes and let herself feel the music. It was that inexplicable sensation of being beyond and above the boundaries of language, in a new realm of emotion that can’t be textualized, only experienced, that she lived for. Caught up in the whirlwind of creation and destruction, beauty and pain, life and death, she soon let thoughts of Leah and Christine go. 

“Fuck!” yelped Leah as Seth forced her down. She squirmed around until she finally managed to push him off her. She threw herself against him, catching him off balance. She laughed down at him as she pinned him by putting all her weight down on his shoulders. “Leah one, Seth zero.”


Seth smiled back up at her, and suddenly jerked upwards, throwing her off. He caught her before she rolled off the bed, gathered her to him and kissed her hard. Leah struggled, caught in the inertia of the act of fighting, then gave into it. She confusedly thought to herself that she wasn’t entirely sure who was the predator and who was the prey now, then decided it didn’t matter as she slid her hands across the bare skin of Seth’s back.

“Shit. Fuck. Goddamn it. Son of a bitch.” Caleb chanted furiously as he pounded on the dashboard, trying to will the car back to life. “FUCKING HELL!!!!!” He finally roared, throwing open the door and stalking angrily out into the rain. Through the darkness, the rain, and the stinging hail he could only see enough to ascertain that he had skidded into a telephone pole. 


He squinted at the movement he saw behind the pole. “Hey!” he yelled over the raging wind. “Who is that?”


He stumbled forward, trying to keep his head shielded as best he could from the hail. Finally he got close enough to hear a soft whimpering noise. He nearly tripped over the girl, who screamed at the contact.

“Shit, sorry, sorry,” he shouted to her. “You ok?”


She lifted her head, apparently oblivious to the storm.


“Christine!” Caleb said. “What are you doing out here in this?” The question was out a fraction of a second before he saw the way she was holding her clothes around her, compensating for the fact that they had been cut down the front. He could see the sprawling scarlet stain between her legs, painfully vivid in the bleary shine of his headlights. She looked back at him with a hint of recognition in her face. 


“Goddamn,” Caleb said, launching into another string of profanity. Christine struggled to her feet, regarding him warily and poised to run like a frightened animal. “Hey,” Caleb shouted as gently as he could. “I’m going to try to get you to a hospital, ok?” He moved to put his arms around her and she flinched and jerked away at his touch. Caleb understood. “Look, it’s me, Caleb. I’m not going to hurt you, I promise.” She nodded, staring at him with a feverish terror in her eyes. But she let him put an arm around her and steer her into his wrecked car. He guided her into the back seat and climbed in after her.

When he slammed the door shut, Christine jumped and struggled. 


“Jesus, it’s ok,” Caleb said.


“I know,” Christine choked in a hoarse, feral voice. “I’m sorry….”


“No, no, don’t be sorry. What the fuck happened?”


“You need to call an ambulance,” she said, slowly and evenly.


“I know,” he said. “I will as soon as I can. Just hang tough, all right?”


“I don’t know how long they’ll stay unconscious,” she said in the same deliberate voice, almost shaky in fear but held steady by rage.


Caleb stared at her. “How many?”


“Just two. I punched one in the throat and hit the other over the head with a cement block. Then I smashed the first guy’s face in and dragged them to a chair and duct taped them to it.”


Caleb was stunned. “Where are they?”


“407 Maple Street. In the garage,” she answered coldly. “They had me tied up with fishing line against their truck, but while one of them was…to me, I got it untied and found the block behind me and hit him over the head with it. The other guy ran at me and I fought him until he fell over choking and I kicked him in the stomach and hit him with a shovel until he passed out.” She paused, her eyes burning with hate. “He might be dead.”

Caleb looked at her wrists, red and purple and bleeding from the fishing line. Her ankles were the same. “Are you hurt anywhere else?” He asked.


“No, I’m fine, just take me home,” she said tonelessly.


“I need to get you to a fucking hospital,” he said.


Suddenly Christine burst into tears. “No, don’t, please, just take me home, I want to be home, don’t tell anybody, I’m ok, just take me home-“


“Shh,” Caleb said, still mentally frozen in disbelief as he pulled her to his chest in a comforting hug.


“GOD DON’T TOUCH ME!!!!!” She screamed, pounding his chest with her fists as she sank sobbing against him, “don’t leave, ok, promise you won’t leave, they’ll find me again or they’ll kill me, please don’t go, don’t go…” the words were eventually swallowed by her choking sobs.


Caleb reached down and pulled his giant corderoy coat from under the front seat and did his best to wrap it around her heaving shoulders. “It’s ok, it’s ok,” he murmured, stroking her hair as gently as he could.

“Christine? Who did this?” he asked gently.


He was answered with a coughing fit.


He pushed her away from him and looked her in the eyes. “You’ve got to tell me who did this.”


“I don’t know,” she said miserably. “I was at Wal-Mart I was getting into my car at Wal-Mart and they asked me to get in their truck and I said no thanks and they said it wasn’t really a question and and and they he grabbed me and threw me into the truck and we…. And they…. I was so fucking scared…. They would have killed me…” She collapsed in another paroxysm of tears.


“Ok, ok, let’s not talk about it,” Caleb said desperately. “You’re ok now and you’re safe, I promise. I’ll get you to a doctor as soon as the storm lets up and I can drive.”


He ran back outside and got in the front seat to try to start the car. The key was dead in the ignition. “Shit,” he hissed.


“Could you come back here?” Christine whimpered.


“Yeah, sure,” he said, getting back out and running around to the back seat again. He climbed in and shut the door, wiping the water out of his eyes. “How’re you doing?” he asked. 


“I’m ok,” she said quietly, curling up next to him like a kitten. Caleb gingerly put his arms around her, afraid she’d snap again. But she didn’t. Just laid there and cried softly. He allowed himself to stroke her hair, and talk about how it was going to be ok, how he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. Like you talk to pets or people in comas. The words had no meaning, just sounded right. How could she be ok if she were pregnant or contracted HIV? What if she were hurt worse than he could see and died before the storm let up? But he kept talking and before he knew it he was talking about his grandmother’s house, the fights his mom and grandmother used to get into, the crying, the screaming, the frozen pizzas she used to fix, riding his tricycle up and down the driveway, up and down, up and down, all day, just up and down, back and forth…


About eight thirty the tornado siren started wailing.


Lexi suddenly turned off the TV, hearing the sirens and the eerie silence in the house. “Mom?” she called softly. Then she jumped off her dingy green comforter and ran into the kitchen. Mom was sitting there, slumped over on the table, arms hanging at her sides.


“Mom…?” Lexi said carefully.


Her mother’s head rolled over and stared at her like a ghost. “Lexi, honey, go to your room.”


Lexi nodded, trying to swallow the hard lump of fear in her throat. She walked straight to the phone and dialed 911.


“You little shit, do what I say!” her mother suddenly screamed, leaping to her feet and lunging at her daughter.


“Ambulance…. 115 Highland…. Mom tried to kill herself!” Lexi shrieked before the phone was wrenched out of her hands.


Leah closed her eyes and let herself go. Seth was kissing her, holding her, looking down at her with those eyes, and Leah knew that they were both out of control. She knew that this was an irresponsible decision. She knew the possible consequences. But she also knew that right now she was wholly and completely connected to another person. They were moving in rhythm, breathing into each other, becoming each other… Thoughts washed over her like waves – first kiss in the middle of the street in November, tornado sirens? Oh well we’re in the basement , paycheck, are his parents home? Soft, comfy pillow, Pink Floyd’s the Wall playing in the background, my favorite song, too, Seth’s arms, muscles tensed, skin lightly tanned, his neck, one arm suddenly around her waist holding her to him, God yes, she pressed her face to his chest, feeling entirely lost beneath this enigma, this riddle that she could see as something real, something human, not another face or another muse or another piece of her life, this was something real and indefinable and indescribable, and eventually she quit thinking and all she could feel were the waves, carrying her out to sea, away from the shores of everything she’d ever thought and everyone she’d ever known. 
Seattle heard the phone ringing distantly inside. At first she ignored it, let the machine get it, but when the whining ring returned seconds later she grudgingly rose and went inside, just as the power blinked out.


She felt her way by habit to the phone.


“Hello?”


“Hi, Mrs. Anderson?”


“This is her daughter speaking.”


The voice paused, thinking. “Well, could I speak to her, please?”


“She’s out of town,” Seattle said smugly, having the guy pinned as a telemarketer.


“Well…” he paused again. “How old are you?”


“Eighteen,” she answered, suddenly seeing the opening scene of Scream flash behind her eyeballs.


The male voice sighed. “Well, your aunt, your mother’s sister, tried to overdose on aspirin. She’s still in ICU, but her condition’s fairly stable. We thought you should know.”


Seattle closed her eyes, not knowing what to do. Mom hadn’t spoken to Aunt Charlotte in years, not since Lexi was born….”What about Lexi?” She asked, suddenly realizing the situation the kid was in.


“She’s here.”


“At the hospital?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Charlotte was a family embarrassment. She’d more or less been disowned after the pregnancy, and after the divorce, Seattle’s mother had told her not to speak to her aunt, not to think of her aunt, not to acknowledge her existence.


“She’s trailer park trash and we’re better than that.”


Seattle weighed her options. She was the only one who might go to see Charlotte, her only hope for any sort of human contact, not to mention the only one who might cast a friendly eye on her daughter, who accidentally caused the whole mess. On the other hand, her parents would throw a shit fit if they found out. 


She thought for a second, then made her decision. “I’ll be down there as soon as the rain lets up a little.”


She walked out the front door and nearly ran into her neighbor, Rose Something-or-Other.


“Sorry,” she said.


“No, it’s ok, I was just running over here to see if your power was out, too.”


Seattle looked into Rose’s watery blue eyes, realizing that might or might not be the real reason. She looked hungry and desperate and absolutely alone.


“Mine just went out,” Seattle said kindly. “I actually have to go to the hospital…family emergency.”


“I don’t think you’d better try driving in this,” Rose said cautiously.


“Well, my aunt’s got a daughter… Alexis… she’s all by herself and probably very scared. I really need to get over there…”


Rose stared at Seattle, seeing the unmistakable resemblance. “Lexi Mathis?”


“Yeah, you know her?”


“Yeah, she’s in my Day Care group. Let me go with you, ok?”


Seattle had doubts, but looking at the way Rose’s face brightened at the thought of some sort of involvement with her species made her shrug and say sure.


She heard the warning siren in the back of her mind, but didn’t pay much attention.


Caleb and Christine were sound asleep when the storm lifted. Caleb woke up at the relative quietness of the rain pattering on the windshield. He sat up, for a moment confused by Christine and the back seat. Then he figured it out again, and stared out through the window at the blackness and the rattle of the rain. The wind had calmed, the hail had stopped. He shook his head to clear it, then shook Christine to wake her up.


“Hey,” he said.


She yawned and stretched, and took a few moments to remember where she was.


“I’m going to go find some help, ok?”


“Don’t leave…?”


“Hon, my car won’t work. I ran into a damn telephone pole.”


“Then I’ll go with you.”


“I really don’t think you need to be walking around…”


Christine twisted around, setting her chin on his shoulder to look outside. “We’re in Leah’s neighborhood. Her house is just a few streets over. Let’s just go over there.”


“She has a phone, right?”


“Of course.”


“Are you sure you’re up to this?”

She nodded, twisting around on him again to look him in the eyes. She laughed strangely, then put an arm around his neck, and pulled herself up to kiss him.

When they broke it, Caleb held her to his chest and looked out the window. “Ok, that works, too.”


Seattle, Leah, Seth, Rose, Lexi, and Caleb sat silently in the waiting room. Christine would have her own room soon; she was all right. Blood tests had been run, emergency birth control administered. They’d have the results soon, and until then all had been done that could be done. She might be barren, but she was alive. Lexi’s mother would survive, probably. Lexi would most likely be placed in a foster home, though. She knew all these things without really knowing what any of it meant as she sat in Rose’s lap and pretended she was meeting up with Rafa in the parking lot.

“Now was all that really necessary?” she asked, irritation ringing in her voice.


“What?” he said teasingly, jumping down from the sky, his sleek black fur rippling under the contraction of his cat muscles as he landed. “I like to make an entrance. Want to go for a ride?”


She tried to stay angry, but eventually she smiled and nodded.


The huge cat knelt down so that she could climb on. “Hang on!” he yelled to her. She said ok and twisted her hands in his mane. “Ready!” she yelled back. Rafa broke out into a run, his long limbs stretching out, faster and faster, the wind started pulling at Lexi, rushing into her face with the full force of the storm, and suddenly Rafa leapt into the air, his feathered wings stretching out, filling like sails, and carrying them both above the clouds and into the stars. She looked down and squinted to see the lights of the hospital building where seven people had been brought together by their own storms. And she felt sorry for them, being blown around like that all the time. Then Rafa swooped and rose with the wind, and she forgot about it all for a little while, filling her lungs with the cold beauty of the clear night sky.
