AFTER THE SCREAMING STOPS

by Michael Bailey

It ends not in a bang, not a whimper, but a cl/ick. Like someone flipping a switch, but
instead of a light turning on, every fist unclenches, every gun drops, every missile freezes
mid-air like a child’s mylar balloon caught in a tree. And it happens all at once,
everywhere. You’re halfway through honking your horn and flipping the bird at the guy
who cut you off when the rage evaporates like spit on a summer sidewalk. The silence is
so loud it makes your teeth hurt.

The force—no one knows what to call it—comes without explanation. No glowing
figure, no voice from the sky. Just c/ick. News anchors stammer over words like
‘unprecedented’ and ‘miraculous,’ but mostly they look scared. They should. Turns out,
peace is terrifying.

In the weeks after, everything feels weightless. Governments hold emergency
meetings, but how do you govern a world where no one can hurt each other anymore?
Armies dissolve. Soldiers trade rifles for hammers, tanks for tractors. The stock market
crashes, and no one cares. It feels like walking through a house after the party’s over,
sticky floors and cigarette butts everywhere, except this house is the whole damn world.

Here’s what you don’t think about: the cleanup.

First, the borders. There’s no need for them anymore, but try telling that to
centuries of history carved into maps, those thin lines and crayon colors within. In the
United States, they hold bonfires of old flags. In Canada and Mexico, the fences finally

come down, but no one crosses because they don’t know how to start a conversation.



Then, the weapons. Nuclear warheads are dismantled, melted down into memorial
statues no one visits. Guns are repurposed into scrap metal and plowshares, literal biblical
prophecy fulfilled. Trees are planted in mass graves, whole forests growing from the
dead.

And the people—oh God, the people. You don’t fix a hundred million refugees
overnight. You don’t undo decades of trauma with a group hug or a meeting. Therapists
become the new rock stars, except instead of selling out stadiums, they’re packed into
community centers, handing out coping strategies like party favors. There aren’t enough
to go around.

Someone starts something called The Apology Project, an online platform where
countries, corporations, even individuals can post messages of remorse. It goes viral.
Every day, a new video of some former warlord sobs into the camera. Every day, a new
mother forgiving them because what else can she do? Forgiveness is the only currency
left.

No one really knows how to celebrate peace. Parades feel too gaudy, memorials
too somber. There’s a weird emptiness, at first, like everyone’s waiting for something bad
to happen, but then the kids figure it out. They start throwing block parties, not for
anything special, just because they can. Music, dancing, laughing until your sides ache.
It’s messy and chaotic, and for the first time ever, people realize peace doesn’t mean
‘order’ but ‘freedom.’

By year two, the world looks different. Cleaner, softer. Cities hum with green

energy, rural towns swell with returning sons and daughters who actually want to be with



family. People relearn how to farm again, to barter, to build with their hands. There’s an
awkwardness to it, like watching someone relearn how to walk after an injury. But it
works, always has.

And me? I’m standing in the middle of what used to be a battlefield, some ruins in
Palestine where the air smells of rosemary and wildflowers now. The only sounds are
bees and a breeze and an occasional goat bleating in the distance. I’'m here with a shovel,
planting olive trees where there used to be barbed wire and bodies. There’s a woman next
to me, seventy years old, and she wears a scarf that hides her hair but not the scar running
down her face. She smiles, hands me a sapling to put in the ground where there used to be
rubble.

We don’t need to speak the same language. This is how you celebrate peace. One
tree, one life, one moment at a time.

When the world stopped screaming, we didn’t know what to do with the silence,

but now, it’s a song
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