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To my family
Prelude
We probably should have seen the end coming.

As a species, we were practically begging for it.

We had stopped being social creatures long before the world blew up and stopped working together to solve anything that mattered.

There was too much division for that. The gray area had disappeared, and one side refused to listen to the other. There was right, wrong, and no other option. Common ground had become scorched earth in the name of pride.

Everything became black and white. Everything was absolute. If you were pro-life, you were against women voting. If you were pro-choice, you wanted all babies dead. If you wanted more accountability on social programs, you hated the poor. If you tried to help the poor without approval, you were arrested.

If you had money it was because you were greedy and you exploited the workers. If you drove a car, you wanted the world to burn. If you were concerned about icecaps, you were condemned for having a home.

If you thought some people shouldn’t have guns, you wanted the criminals to kill and rape everyone. If you wanted a gun, it was because you had a small penis and the other side had run out of arguments and resorted to third-grade tactics.

Every belief was labeled as extreme. Every ideology was decried as far this or far that.

Everyone else was either a racist, a misogynist, or a homophobe, Islamophobe, or ammophobe.

And everyone was Hitler.

Part of the problem was that everyone was an expert on everything so any chance for debate was quashed by superior credentials such as, “I read it on Wikipedia,” or “the TV station that thinks like I do agrees with me and told me everyone else was too stupid to understand.”

Opinions were treated like concealed weapons, and every time one was offered it was a showdown. Words turned to sticks and stones and hurt people everywhere. People grew afraid of someone who didn’t agree with them. Friendships were called off, family was ostracized, and we all went to our separate corners to gloat and pout.

But even that didn’t help, because the rules of acceptable beliefs within each group became so complex they began to conflict with one another, and it became a choir-to-choir shouting match. Even atheists were trying to prove they were holier than thou.

Irony went completely unnoticed.

There was no pleasing anyone.

In the end it was best if you just didn’t feel anything at all.

- An entry from the journal of the Post-Apocalyptic Nomadic Warrior dated “after”
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The Niagara River poured over the falls outside their window as April stood tucked in his embrace. She kissed him gently on the lips for a long moment. She was happy but exhausted. Never, in all her daydreams or wildest fantasies, had she imagined her wedding being so tiring.

“Won’t you excuse me for a moment?” she asked as she backed away slowly across the hotel room.

He just nodded and smiled at her. It was the same adorable, goofy grin he had worn since he had seen her walking down the aisle earlier that day.

She slinked back across the room, moving slower and more seductively than she ever had before, holding his gaze in hers until she backed into the bathroom doorframe with a clunk.

She shot him the “don’t laugh” look she’d been practicing for married life but had a hard time keeping a straight face herself. He didn’t laugh at all, but his smile grew broader and showed a few more teeth.

She giggled nervously and shot him the look again, but she made it the sexy version as she ducked into the suite’s bathroom. She hugged the entryway and watched his expression as she placed a stocking-clad foot against the frame. She’d seen this move before, and she dragged her foot slowly up the frame like they had in the movies.

In the movies, the woman’s stocking rarely caught and tore on a splinter, ruining the effect. But this was no movie. She cursed and shut the door harder than she intended.

Turning towards the vanity she saw herself in the mirror, and she was beautiful. The dress had been worth every penny. The hairdo had been worth every minute and every painful tug beneath the harsh comb.

Unpinning the do let her dirty blonde hair cascade past her bare shoulders and she grunted. It was going to take some serious brushing. She looked at the door and imagined her new husband waiting on the other side. He could wait.

She had discreetly stowed an overnight bag in the bathroom when they arrived. Now she unzipped it, pulled out a brush, and went to work for several minutes.

Once done, she studied the dress in the mirror and smiled. So much focus had been put on finding the right one. She had searched everywhere for it, she had starved herself to fit into it, and it had taken a team of two to help her into it. She took one last look at the gown in the mirror, smiled, and tried to reach the zipper. She spun around three times before finally finding it with her fingers.

She pulled off the dress revealing the most perfect body she had ever possessed. Dieting. Exercising. Waxing. It had all been for today. Her stomach had never been tighter, her breasts had never been perkier, and he’d better damn well appreciate it because all that crap was over with. She was married now.

She yawned. Thank God the day was almost done.

The bag contained the vestiges of the final wedding tradition. The white satin negligee came in several pieces and she laid them out on the counter to identify them. There were so many straps. Why were there so many straps? Why did the panties need straps?

She picked up the garter belt and pulled on the elastic fastener. It slipped from her finger, snapped back and popped her in the breast.

She yelped.

“Everything okay in there, honey?” her new husband asked through the door.

“Everything’s fine, sweetie,” she said, rubbing the red mark on her breast. “Just give me a minute.”

April looked at the set on the counter and sighed. It seemed like a lot of work for something that wouldn’t be on for all that long.

But, that’s how weddings went. Even the ceremony felt like a blur now. Had it really happened? They had been married overlooking the falls and that had made the ceremony last a little longer than she had expected, but it still seemed quite quick in her memory.

A poet at heart, if not in practice, she had always described their love as a force of nature, and Niagara Falls seemed a fitting metaphor and therefore a suitable backdrop for the exchanging of their vows.

April had even written her vows to correspond to the setting. “My dearest,” she had said. “When I met you I was adrift in a great lake of loneliness. But when I found you I was swept up in a current more powerful than I could ever imagine. I’ve fallen for you completely.”

It had all seemed so perfect in her mind. She had rehearsed it over and over until they escaped her lips as sultry whispers from her soul. But the reality was, appropriate metaphor or not, four million cubic feet of water a minute crashing over the falls created a hell of a racket, and she had to replace the sultry whispers with a more or less loving screaming.

The soft and sincere “I do” that she had rehearsed turned in to a shouting match between her and the preacher who kept asking her to speak up.

The falls weren’t really her idea of the perfect wedding in the first place. She could think of at least a dozen beaches that would have better fit her childhood fantasies. But it wasn’t too long into the planning process that she discovered her special day wasn’t hers at all.

Family had to be accommodated, and the falls were close enough that extended members could make the drive. And there was certainly no shortage of hotel rooms in the area.

She and her husband had chosen to stay on the Canadian side of the river allowing them to tell everyone they knew that they had an international honeymoon, even if it was only a few hundred feet to the north. It was a technicality, but one she would forever exploit.

Aside from the shouting, the ceremony hadn’t been that bad. It was still her special day. And if it hadn’t been for the jackass in the barrel going over the falls at the precise moment she and her husband had shared their first kiss, it would have been a perfect memory.

She had no idea if the man survived the fall, and she didn't want to know. To find out that a man had died at that exact special moment in her life would tarnish it. But she kind of hoped he was dead. Well, maybe not dead, but in traction for a few months, at least. She shook her head. Wishing that kind of pain on anyone was cruel. So she changed her mind back to hoping he was dead but that he didn’t suffer too much.

April stepped into the garter and pulled on the white stockings. She bent over to attach the elastic strap and lost her grip once more. The strap popped her other breast and she swore. She should have practiced this before tonight.

April held up the underwear that came with the set. She turned them around several times and wondered where the back was. She made her best guess and started to put them on before she realized they were supposed to go under the garter straps. Or were they? Under seemed like it would cause a lot of work undoing and redoing things. But, over just seemed weird.

She dug back through the bag. These things should have come with instructions. A simple diagram would do. Step A. Tab B. Furniture came with instructions and it wasn’t nearly as complicated as all this.

She made her decision with the underwear, picked up the corset and held it out in front of her. “What the hell?” This thing was a two-person job at least. There was entirely too much ribbon and it seemed she’d need a degree in crochet or cross-stitch to make it look the way it was supposed to.

She messed with it for only a few minutes before admitting that if she couldn’t figure out how to put it on, he’d never figure out how to get it off. She let the ribbon hang free instead of trying to perfect some sort of bow.

She studied herself in the mirror and had to admit that she looked incredible. She had killed herself to get into the best shape of her life for this day, and it showed.

She also looked incredibly tired. The idea of going to sleep was more seductive than the idea of seducing anybody. But, she had to try. This was important. It was the last thing on the perfect wedding checklist.

It wouldn’t be their first time. But it would be their first time as husband and wife and it was a crucial symbol of their commitment to one another. And, he’d better damn well appreciate it.

The bathroom door opened without a sound and she dangled a leg around the doorframe, minding the splinter. She ran it slowly up and down, cooing in a seductive voice. “Before we do this, you should know I’m a married woman.”
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