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Chapter 1: Candles

May was leaning against the kitchen sink, staring through the broken glass window. Her hands, still wrapped in strips of cloth, held a chipped porcelain mug to her chin as a faint whisper of mint wound its way around her face. As far as she could figure, they had enough tea to last a month, maybe two if they re-steeped the used tea bags. After that, they could mix the herbs into rice, use the filters for fuel. They had to keep everything now.

Isak stole in behind her, his arms warm around her midsection, his chin digging pleasantly into her shoulder. He saw what she did: a dull copper plain under a slate sky with nothing else for miles.

“Hey,” he said, rubbing her pale cheek with his light brown one. “Know what today is?”

“The end,” she replied, leaning away to sip at the weak tea. It loosened her throat, and she cleared it with a tense cough. Isak remained silent. She returned her attention to the dreary panorama that had once featured a fenced-off soccer field ringed with houses. 

“Happy Christmas.” He slipped something into the pocket of her cardigan as his arms vaporised into air. A couple seconds later she heard him appear in the living room with a gasp as his body settled into the back of the couch.

“I didn’t think it mattered anymore,” she said loudly enough, but he didn’t reply. Placing the mug on the counter, she reached up a bandaged hand to trace the hole in the glass. Through it, the sky was solid cloud, as if bolt after bolt of gauze had been draped over them; there had been no other sky, not for months. Not since that day.

The bleak silence of the outside crumpled her. She pulled her hand back to her tea, listening to a hum on the wind that wasn’t there.

May and Isak lived in a house on what used to be Holly Street. There used to be many houses on the street, tall ones with white siding and red trim. Just like there used to be people, walking, on bicycles, pushing baby carriages, red, green, yellow, blue dabs of acrylic paint on the picture of suburbia. There was a red postbox on the corner covered in posters for music teachers and house cleaners. A fountain splashed brightly in the park at the centre of the cul-de-sac, next to a purple and gold play structure with tire shards scattered around it, all recycled. Mr. and Mr. Otteron lived on their right, elderly Ms. Carol on the left. They had moved in last out of everyone, and were welcomed with cakes, bouquets, and house calls, the gifts of the already established. It had been a nice community, the closest thing you could get to country neighbours in the city. Young May and Isak, managing a mortgage and waiting for the kids to come, spending their slow evenings in the apple-tinged air—

May broke away from the window, sharply turning toward the stopped clock over the plastic dining table. Slightly off centre, a half-used candle melted into a porcelain saucer edged in gold. She began fidgeting with the linen tablecloth, tugging it to the left, pulling the candle to line up with the downward pointing hands.

“Isak, how many candles do we have left?”

“About three,” he answered. She heard him shift on the cracked leather couch. Doubtless his legs were giving him trouble again. Not only were the candles running low, but so were the matches, the tea bags, the cans of soup, the sheets she had been ripping up to use as bandages. The blood seeping from the gouges in Isak’s legs had scabbed over before breaking open again in a steady excrement of blood-tinged pus. It was impossible to wash the sick yellow stains out of the material, especially since she was running low on vinegar.

She felt the heat of his arms in a band around her, but it was only a memory. He had put something in her pocket. May pulled out a chair from the kitchen table, taking out a small velvet box. Wiping a hand over her face, she slowly set herself in the cool plastic seat and rubbed the soft lid with her thumb. She sat and wondered, thinking of Isak’s earthy eyes and the wounds in his legs. 

The hinge on the box was tight and snapped the lid shut against her tired, one-handed attempt to push it open. She tried again, prying until lid and base sat at ninety degrees in front of her. The item inside shone against the deep blue cloth; it could’ve been a star if stars were cube shaped.

“Isak,” she breathed, smiling at the tiny block of sugar.

“Like it?” he asked from the living room. “I had it ordered special.”

May poured half of what was left of her tea into another mug, augmenting the volume of each with what was left from the bowl she had just heated using an old fondue set. She took the sugar cube, scratching off the tiniest amount into the steaming hot water. It smelled wonderful. Taking down a brightly painted tray from on top of the empty refrigerator, May glanced over at the window. The day was dimming, the land becoming one with the empty sky. The tone of the kitchen was greying too, and May baulked, hurrying, taking the unlit candle from the table and closing the sliding wooden door behind her.

Colours in the living room were still distinguishable, the Impressionist-style painting hanging corner to the bay window quietly singing of light. She came around to the front of the couch, setting the tray on the floor and fishing in her pocket for a match.

“I knew we were running out,” Isak said about the sugar, reaching out and guiding her down beside him. “We don’t need to light it now.”

May handed Isak a mug. “Thanks. Really sweet of you.”

They both smiled. “I thought you’d notice one was missing, but you never said anything.”

She had kept the sugar bowl behind the toaster, so as not to tempt them with the last jigsaw of refined sweetness left in the house. But like all things, that too had ended. The sugar bowl, now set under the kitchen clock, held one lone cube with a corner rubbed off.

May sensed Isak’s body stiffen. He was singing an old carol, his eyes fixed on their ghost-like reflections in the dim bay window. “‘The holly and the ivy when they are both full grown, of all the trees that are in the woods...’”

May rubbed Isak’s thigh soothingly. Isak squinted his eyes and continued singing, gripping the arm of the couch and turning his face toward her. She opened her mouth to join him, singing in her small, wavering voice: “‘O, the rising of the sun, and the running of the deer...’”

“Embrace me?” he pleaded, and she leaned into him, smelling tea on his ragged breath and feeling his heart pounding the inside of his chest. “I’m not going anywhere... Don’t worry, May... I want to... I want to stay here with you.” He gasped, moaning, “It hurts...”

“I’ll get some water.”

“Don’t... If you leave, I’ll skip ahead to when you’re with me again...”

She would be quick. She would get the basin and the water out of the kitchen, tuck the newly-folded cloths under her arm, and talk the whole way. Engage him.

“Guess what my favourite Christmas carol is?” she queried, winking.

A weak grin appeared on Isak’s strained face. “O Holy Night?”

“Nope. Guess again.” May pushed herself off the couch and slid the kitchen door open. “Come on Isak, you know me, and this one’s easy.”

His voice was steadier. “Joy to the World?”

A scoffing laugh escaped her as she poured water from an ice cream pail in the sink into a silver bowl. A cloth bag featuring a green recycling symbol hung from a hook by the door, leading into what used to be their backyard. May snatched it down and hitched it over her shoulder.

“Once in Royal David’s City.”

“I’ve never even heard of that one.” She had everything she needed. Steadily, as to not splash the water over her bandaged hands, May re-entered the living room. “Do you want a hint?”

Isak’s face was calm again, though he winced as she started to unwrap the soiled strips from around his left leg. “All right.”

“It’s in a minor key.” Yellow-edged gashes glared up at her. His leg was festering and swollen and damp. Readied supplies from the reusable bag were poured out onto the floor. She squeezed a quick stream of anti-bacterial hand soap into the water, swirling it with a dish towel.

“Oh, that narrows it down considerably.” Isak squinted. “We Three Kings?”

May pulled on a thick pair of blue rubber gloves and proceeded to wring out the cloth, the torrent of excess water creating a lovely distraction.

“I know what it is,” he grinned.

She spread the towel over his leg. “Oh, do you really?”

“Most definitely.”

May rubbed the red tip of a match against a piece of sandpaper. “Sing it for me.” She held the flame to the wick, leaving the spent match on the gold-edged plate.

“It’s just like a candlelight service,” Isak said. 

May looked up expectantly, but he had forgotten about the song. His face was touched by candlelight and shadow, dark eyes glossy and at peace. She worked a needle as long as her finger out of its cardboard envelope and held it in the flame. 

“Okay,” she sighed. “Don’t skip out on me, all right?” She lifted the towel and punctured one of the puss-filled bubbles as Isak gripped his forearms and started to sing.

Chapter 2: Pinot Noir

The green glass bottle left her hand in an ambitious arc that ended in gleaming shards. An emerald firework exploded out from the point of contact, a stale brick wall drained and hanging like a corpse in the dull midnight. Pieces scattered along the sidewalk, smiling teeth of small creatures looking for feet to bite. Fatal if ingested, useful for impaling. Vibrant. Cruel. Beautiful.

Pinot approved of her handiwork by stepping over it, her ragged Converse kissing the patches of concrete as seals. She wished for another bottle to hurl, and one appeared, hovering in front of her.

“Still thirsty?” moaned a voice from over her shoulder. The arm holding the bottle aloft pressed down across her collarbone. 

She reached, straining against the thick rope of arm, her hands closing over the glossy neck, trying to pull it free.

“Let me have it, Miller.” Her eyes felt dry; she blinked harder to wash out the pain, to see the green outline more clearly. “Let go!”

Miller eased off, keeping his hand loosely on her shoulder as Pinot screwed off the cap, her fingers shaking. Her nails were blunt and cracked, and she wore a silver ring featuring a rose on her third finger. The foil around the top of the bottle was crisp and vocal. She pulled it free with her unsteady, dried-out fingers and tipped the mouth to her lips. The purplish liquid swirled in an emerald-tinged whirlpool, draining down into her full consumer mouth. She relented, swallowing.

“That’s good juice,” she sighed, and wiped her mouth on the inside of her wrist. Her tattoo of an infinity symbol was stained with wine dregs. 

Miller took his turn, twisting his head and looking as if he was about to bite the bottle neck clean in half. His dreads hung over his eyes, blond and blue, dribbles and splashes of bruise woven into his spun clumps of hair. Aaaah rushed out of his thin, drawn lips in a dissolution of fumes.

They staggered under the dim haze of midnight, passing forth and back the bottle of berry blood. The rigour mortis binding the buildings with boarded up windows and bleak brick skins gave way to older remains, sagging houses and skeletal warehouses. The road broke into pieces of gravel; the ditches became soggier with phosphorescent sludge foaming along the edges. 

Pinot tapped the last of the wine from the bottle, catching drops in her open mouth. “Empty!” she squealed, hurling the bottle through the glass front of a bus shelter. It exploded into sound, cubes and cracks of blue-green glass hailing onto the ground in a chorus of termination.

“Shaddup a second.” Miller muffled her celebratory exclamations with a hand that smelled of rusted nails. A dull pounding hovered in the air, a chord of mechanical repetition mingled with fragments of indiscernible language. They both relaxed. “Thought it might be the Opaldine gang,” he said, moving his hand from her mouth onto her shoulder. “Didn’t think we were far out enough to run into Partiers.” 

They sat against the empty back of the bus shelter, the bench an island in the puddle of glass. Miller scooped a handful of the shards and shifted them around his palm. He took out a thinly tubed flashlight and shone it through the pile. Refracted checkers shimmered on the tin roof, haloing around his dark silhouette. Pinot stared up with unfocused eyes. They had reached the edge of the city, beyond which was a rolled-out dough of land, sprouting hairs which grumbled grey in the slow wind.

The distant noise which had so startled Miller was growing in volume, the pounding filling up the empty front of the shelter until it rolled past in an ongoing flow of dull bronze. They had eyes, these Partiers, no obvious legs, and domed bodies that moved deliberately forward. From an indistinguishable part of the land, they rose and sunk into the city like alligators into a swamp. They spoke a language which neither Pinot nor Miller had ever tried to understand. As a rule, the Partiers kept to themselves. They passed the busted bus shelter without recognition.

The ‘scape was empty again. Pinot sucked the insides of her cheeks, leeching out the remnants. Her voice cracked as she turned her head to look at Miller. “Can’t we have some more?”

“There isn’t any,” Miller explained in a way that allowed for no argument. Even if he did have another bottle sloshing around in his backpack, Pinot knew better than to ask again.

Kicking some loose glass with the steel toe of his combat boot, Miller leaned over and started chewing on her neck. She pushed his face away, propelling herself out of the shelter.

“Let’s go somewhere first,” she said, jumping erratically and pounding her feet into the ground. Miller rose slowly, following her out into the wilderness, a grimace etched from ear to metal-plated ear.

“Pinot,” he growled as a warning, but she kept on, weaving ahead of him and giggling crazily. The juice was sloshing around in her head, washing strange bloody visions up on the shore of her skull.

“Miller?” she asked, hopping on top of a twisted clump of metal and turning back toward him. “Did you throw them out afterward? Did you throw them out?”

“No. I didn’t. They’re still in there.”

She ran ahead a little farther, staggering, falling, copper-coloured dirt grinding under her fingernails. “It was a great party, Miller. The music was sick, I felt—” Her face puckered a little. “You shoulda thrown them out!”

“It was their place,” he said, crouching down beside her. “I took what I could and got out.” He readjusted a strap, hiking the backpack further up onto his shoulders.

“You could’ve gotten more juice,” she whined. “Miller—”

He was suddenly standing over her, his stained hair haggard around his face. “You should thank me, you piece of shit. What did you do anyway? Nothing.” He impassively struck her.

Blood ran and dripped from the corner of her mouth. Pinot glared up at him, her glazed eyes burning, unable to raise herself from her knees, her jeans grinding into the dirt. Her teeth were smeared red; they nearly glowed as she started, from the painful core of her repugnant body, to laugh. “Almost better than the real thing.” She smeared the blood up her cheek and licked her finger.

Miller pulled her up by the neck and sucked her lips into his. Pinot hung limp in his arms.

Chapter 3: Five-Four

Ed had been in a phone booth when it happened. He didn’t remember who he had been talking to, or why he had been using a pay phone instead of his Android, but he remembered the moment all the lights on Highway 2 blacked out. The line went dead in his hand and he experienced a biting pain chewing its way through his eyes, into his skull, out through the buds on his tongue. He came to the next morning, a starburst of vomit hardened on the glass door and the front of his shirt.

The convenience store was home after that. In retrospect, he shouldn’t have shattered through the front door. It weakened his defence against wild animals and the elements, although admittedly there were neither in the weird new existence he found himself living in: a piece of road, like a section of disconnected toy train track, flanked by gas pumps; the glass and corrugated-siding covered store with bars over the windows; and the telephone booth that had saved his life. His BMW with fresh cream interior had been swept away in whatever had happened that night he had pulled over to make a phone call.

He remembered the day he had discovered his ability to manipulate electronic devices. He was sleeping off a headache, spread-out newspapers underneath him and a blue canvas jacket with yellow reflective stripes held tight to his chin. A bright spot lingered on the edge of his consciousness. 

At first, he found it incredibly irritating. Trying to sleep, here, he thought. Go pester a zombie or something. The annoying spot did not heed his warning. Muttering threats in his mind, he followed it, half-asleep, to the cathode of a fluorescent bulb. His eyelids opened to the buzz of cold artificial light overhead.

That had sparked some enthusiasm. Lights, the CD demo machine, the laptop in the cabinet under the lottery ticket display, he could use all of them, charging the circuits and manipulating data boards with his mind. The video game he had been polishing in Vancouver would have taken him no time at all with this newly acquired skill set.

If you were looking for a story, Ed was your man. He had subplots brewing constantly, could draft a storyboard in a day. His female characters could be a little one-dimensional, but the company guys didn’t mind too much. Ed’s games were successful because they targeted a certain kind of player, told a certain kind of story. Usually it involved excessive blood splatters, interstellar politics, and cool goggles, rounded out by well-crafted dialogue and distinctive character designs. Ed was a pro. He was passionate about his work, and that’s why, someday, he was really going to make it. He already had the car to prove it. Well, had it, past tense. Past, Present, and Future walk into a bar...

Bars were something else he missed. Places that were dim, packed, swirling with life and unfinished sentences. He missed sitting in some corner with a cold beer, an out-of-the-way observer of humanity.

“You’ve got something that draws people,” Karl had told him once. He was a bartender, late thirties, a stocky, dependable guy with a stubbed nose, someone who took his duty of care seriously; any night of the week he’d be checking in with the people leaning on the bar, exchanging high fives with the regulars. Ed used to be one, until he met Kay.

Katherine had striking blue-green eyes and an equally striking personality. She came in often to sit at the bar and go out with Karl on his smoke breaks, crushing at least three hearts throughout the course of a night. “She can’t help it.” Karl shrugged, trying to stay easy. “She’s just too beautiful.” To which Kay would offer him a kiss, and there they were, all made up.

“So, Karl tells me you’re a writer.”

It was a Saturday, and the bar was packed past fire safety limits. Ed pulled his focus away from a tight cluster of gents in suit jackets and jeans, who were undoubtedly from the university and thought themselves the intellectual backbone of the establishment. He turned his soft smile onto Kay, in all her bar-scene beauty. She stood next to him, leaning on the wall and sipping on a vodka cranberry. She too had been observing the young Voltaires and seemed amused.

“Well,” Ed began in his charming, soothing, and innocent voice, “that’s what they tell me.”

She laughed just enough, her eyes sparkling. “And what do these people base their conjecture on?”

Wow, Ed thought to himself, conjecture. He smiled and shrugged to hide his delight. “Plot lines for video games, mostly. I’ve been known to do commercials from time to time.”

“And how did you get into that area? Is it something you always wanted to do?”

Ed took the opportunity to lean in, and said, “I slept with the boss.”

Kay glanced quickly over his expression and, seeing he was serious, merely shook her head. “If you really want it, that’s what you have to do sometimes.” It was said easily enough, but Ed noticed her rubbing her wrist. “What are you working on now?”

A real grin broke over his face and he moved up next to her so their shoulders were almost touching. “It’s a great project. Are you a gamer? I mean do you play—? Never mind. I’ve, um, just submitted— ” he took a swig of beer, “the preliminary work. I think it’ll take.”

“It must be exciting making your living like that. Doing something you love.”

And that’s when he moved in. It failed horribly and he spent the following three weeks in bed due to a minor concussion and a broken collarbone. Karl, seeing Ed’s attempt, had cleared the bar, picked him up under the arms and thrown him bodily out into an alley. Ed had never been very athletic or muscular, and his artist’s disposition didn’t lend toward a quick recovery. He had to brood for a couple of weeks first.

Ed stood up, shaking off the remembrances as he wandered over to the back wall of the store. Alright, baby, he thought at the drink cooler. Make me a happy man, will ya? An hour later, he was sitting on the concrete stoop of the convenience store with an ice-cold bottle of cola in his hand. Not that the view was all that inspiring. It looked post-apocalyptic enough to backdrop nicely on some undead shooter game, or stand in for a desert op on some abandoned planet. Ed felt sad just looking at it. Bareness, greyness, emptiness. A blank stage and no one but himself to fill any of it.

Chapter 4: Paint Stick

The shovel was old and rusted. It pressed down on May’s shoulder, the bleached wooden handle chafing against her bare wrist. She was tired and the shovel was heavy and outside was unwelcome. She walked quickly across the unnaturally flat ground. Not a bump, not a depression, not a hair of grass or a monument of tree. It was a Badlands steamrolled, a Sahara sheet of new sandpaper. It was frightening.

Outside, the humming was louder, like a cluster of voices by an electrical generator or the faint buzz of the television from an upstairs room. If Isak was able to handle the job she would never leave the muffling walls of their home. Maybe she could ask him to take over for her, skip forward a bit—

“No, no he can’t, don’t even think it,” she scolded herself. “His leg would only get worse and you’d only be doing it because you’re selfish.” 

She reached the row of paint sticks pounded down into soft piles of dirt. Each little grave was set about a metre apart. An open hole gaped to her left, secreting scents of excrement into the flat, dead air. She averted her eyes upward and rolled up the loose grey sleeves of her knitted cardigan.

The rusted shovelhead carved into the earth, pieces of rubbery topsoil, and then dry sand, flying from the new hole to the old. She descended past the stratified layers of copper, tan, and burnt-orange ringing the space that, once full, she would return to bury. Start over again. 

May straightened herself from bending over the ready-to-use shit-hole and used the shovel to pack the loose dirt over the previous one. She took a paint stick, stained green, from the back pocket of her jeans and marked another four days worth of human waste. Back when they still had fresh food to eat, compost would join the bucket of natural matter to be carried out and buried, but that seemed like years ago.

Adrenaline coursed through her body. Her teeth ached. The ever-present hum surfaced between the pounding of blood in her ears, a clue waiting to be formed into a hypothesis. She could follow it, see where it led, accept what it was. The land lay flat as the undisturbed disc of water at the top of a rain barrel. If she ran off over it, she might fall in, and drown in the rush of land. 

Hoisting the shovel and tipping a mock brim at the newly erected bump to civilization, May returned to the safe house as quickly as the uniform ground allowed, only to find that Isak was gone.

It had happened a few times before, following a disagreement or a particularly bad pain in his legs. Desire always proved itself too strong, even for as thoughtful a man as her husband. He had skipped forward; she didn’t know how far. Would it be like last time? Would it be days before she saw him again?

May folded up sheets, pushed the pull-out bed back into the couch, mopped up where Isak’s spilled tea pooled on the laminated hardwood. She dusted the dead television, replaced an anthology on the ceiling-to-floor bookshelf. She perched on the edge of the couch, her hands in her lap, spinning two tired rings around and around her fourth finger. She let the back of the couch take her in, her eyes going vague over streaks of mid-afternoon light on the walls and the popcorn-textured ceiling.

Isak sighed beside her and eased his head back onto her thigh.

“Was I gone long this time?” he asked.

“A few hours.”

He relaxed, studying the bright lines accenting the deep green and gold speckled walls. “I wondered what the afternoon sun would look like. That’s all I wanted to see. That’s all it took.” His voice was lower than usual, dulled.

May looked down at his face. “What does skipping forward feel like?”

Isak didn’t answer right away. His eyes searched hers, a line pressing between his eyebrows. “Nothing. It’s like the unnoticeable darkness when you blink.”

May tipped her head back to the ceiling, breathing deeply through her nose, counting how many times her eyelids flickered open and shut. Isak shifted, turned his head.

“I’m sorry, May.”

She absent-mindedly rubbed a cylinder of his black hair between her finger and thumb. “I was going to paint today. Something set in a forest.”

Isak sat up, his legs limply pointing to the other end of the couch, a hand spread tight against his temple. “The thing is, I can never go back. I can never go back, May, even if I wanted to.”

She reached out a hand without looking away from the yellow fire hydrant outside their front window. Isak’s loose shirt was warm, the curve of his back against her palm solid for now. She could differentiate each rib with each of her bony fingers as her hand rubbed up and down, up and down until the light spent itself, tumbling into grey and then settling into a pool of black.

Chapter 5: Nowhere Land

It was sometime after the last lamppost, when all the stunted grass had ceased and the empty landscape had greyed over into a corpse with blue and purple tones under the pall. Miller and Pinot lay out on their backs looking up into the meaningless sky, their camp for the night composed of a pack and two bodies. Miller was in his shirtsleeves, Pinot with her socks and boots tumbled together next to her. Staring up and unspeaking. They lay and lay and lay and lay until Pinot sat up with her head thrown back.

“Mill-er,” she said in a singsong voice. Her head lolled to face him. “Miller!”

His body shifted onto its side and settled into the unmistakable posture of sleep. 

Deterred, Pinot took a tube of lipstick from one of her many pockets and snapped off the lid. She ran it over her lips until they were completely black, throwing the empty cartridge far off where it plummeted into the dirt. Her hands crawled up into the roots of her hair, which she knew were growing in brown and darkening down into the inky black mat that hadn’t felt the cool rush of water in weeks. Strands of hair caught on the dry cracks in her palms as she pulled them away. 

It was so still. She suppressed the urge to cry out and listen for an echo.

She wondered, strangely, what things would’ve been like if she’d stayed in school like her parents had wanted. “You’re intelligent,” her mother had said often enough. “I don’t understand why you’d want all those smarts to go to waste.” Pinot imagined what it would’ve been like, waking up every morning to sit through classes in rooms packed full of people she didn’t know, trusting someone on the basis of their credentials, handing in papers, working late every night so she could maintain a 4.0 average. Falling asleep in the library over textbooks on subjects she wasn’t interested in, taking tests, eating lunch while on the way to her next class, dressing right, sleeping enough, involved in her school community. The thought made her physically anxious. “If you had gone in for that, you would’ve been dead,” she told herself and burst into laughter.

“What the hell,” Miller pushed himself up, pinching the bridge of his nose, “is so funny?”

“School would’ve actually killed me,” she said before breaking into hysterics. Her hands rasped against each other. I’m all dried out, absently passed through her mind.

Miller wore a neon green shirt pierced through with safety pins, some parts held together with patches of duct tape. The chained leather pants that used to get soft in the sun were now scuffed up and cracking. All the alcohol had run out of his face, leaving it soggy and pale.

“Where are we going today?” Pinot asked with a hint of a sneer.

“Keep west,” he said, taking in a deep, suffering breath. His eyes were shot through with an exhausted red.

Pinot lengthened her back along the earth, crossing her arms over herself. “Go back to sleep. There’s no rush to get nowhere, is there?”

#
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They had been three days in the wilderness and two days sober when Pinot noticed the rust in the air and patterns in the grey sheet hanging over them, as if something was trying to push its way through. “That’s messed up,” she said as an aside, slipping a platonic arm around Miller’s waist.

“Who cares about that?” he said. “We’ve got company.”

She glanced over her shoulder. A man dogged behind them, about thirty paces. “One of them? One of the Opaldines?” she asked in a whisper. “How long has he been following us?”

“I don’t know. I just looked back and noticed.” He nervously pulled a stray dread behind his ear.

“If he’s after blood, we can’t pretend he’s not there.” Pinot unbuttoned a pocket and drew out a switchblade. “Let’s find out what he wants.”

Pinot and Miller skipped preliminaries, rushing toward the stranger with whoops, almost running him down before splitting off and circling him in an easy, Sunday-in-the-park stroll. The man didn’t appear to be armed; he remained steady, a water skin strapped across his back over a black hoodie and a worn-out set of canvas pants, his arms loose at his sides. He had dark brown skin and greying eyebrows. His shoulder length hair was untouched by age but his eyes were haloed in wrinkles.

“Where you from, old man?”

“Very far,” came his answer.

“Thought you’d get some supplies from us, pilgrim? That we’d take care of you in your old age? No, I’m thinking it’ll be the other way around.” Miller was enjoying himself. He abruptly switched to a casual tone. “Have you been through Portage? Have you seen the dead city?”

The man turned his eyes onto Pinot. “I’ve been there.” She shuddered at the distressed lines that appeared in his face, reminding her of weeping in gutters and silent calls for help that had gone unanswered.

“And have you heard of us?”

“I know you,” replied the man, looking straight at Miller, the pain in his eyes deepening. “Your name is Cauldor. You ran away from home, I can see that. What were you looking for when you abandoned your mother? Even you believe that all things must be made right in the end.”

Miller doubled backward as if struck in the stomach. “You’re a mad fuck!” Miller shouted at him, not daring to look into his face. “Get away from me.” Miller grabbed Pinot by the arm, pulling her behind him as he staggered away.

“Let go of me, I’ll kill him. I’ll run back and stab him in the heart, Miller!” Pinot struggled lustily, but Miller didn’t let go until the man was far out of sight.

Exhausted and without food, they dropped to their knees. Miller uncapped a hidden flask from his pack and started drinking.

Chapter 6: Storms

May was outside tapping water from the fire hydrant when it began to rain. Slate-coloured clouds wrung themselves in gusts from the east. Dust swirled, waves appeared in the land, and the soft pattering of drops came to a crescendo in a crashing of cymbals and drums.

“Isak!” she cried, standing in awe of the downpour and shutting her eyes. The far-off humming was drowned out, the lightning flashed red and green through her closed lids. “Isak!” 

He was there beside her, transported forward. It must have been from joy and amazement at the sudden, and first, change of weather since the day they had found themselves alone. 

“It’s beautiful! Wonderful!” She felt him pulling her by the hands. “I forgot what it was like!” 

May opened her eyes and found them facing the house, the mahogany door yawning open. “Not yet. Come on Isak, don’t you want to dance in the rain?” She saw his mouth form words, but heard no sound; the pelting rain thundered against the earth, drowning out everything else.

Once inside, Isak tipped a pail of water over her head and then another over himself.

“What—” she gasped as the water cleared off her face. “What are you doing? I washed dishes in there!”

Isak glared at her, his face dripping. He took a towel and patted her face, her arms, her bare legs dry. “We have no idea—there could be harmful chemicals still in the atmosphere! We could be burned or eaten away by acid rain! Don’t you think at all?”

May’s face went blank. He towelled himself off, haltingly moving through the living room and into the kitchen. She tilted her head, looking up through where the staircase used to be, the rectangular hole in the ceiling with an acrylic field of poppies at the apex. Outside, the torrent of rain slowed to a light tapping on the roof.

Isak held the white gauze curtain away from the back door window, watching the rain. May leaned her hip against the sink, shifting her gaze from him to her shattered kitchen window. Why had that one broken and not the others? Why Isak’s legs and not hers? He was fishing down the front of his shirt, fumbling with a chain and then a pendant, which he raised to his lips and blessed.

“What does it mean, do you think?” May asked. “No rain for months and then a downpour?”

“It doesn’t mean anything.” Isak dropped the curtain and lowered himself into a chair.

May stared at him, her eyes wide. She had expected comfort, expected him to consider how it might fit in, how things would continue on as long as they were alive. How things would get better.

She reached her hands to his, locking into his dark eyes. She found the flaw in his left iris, a sliver of bronze that cut down toward the nearly indistinguishable pupil. “I know I’ve not been...as positive about everything as you have, and I know it’s been making it easier for you to skip forward—”

He took in a short breath. “That time was an accident, don’t blame yourself for something that’s my fault.”

“No. I was wrong to be like that. You’re not to blame either. For anything.”

Isak raised her hands to his cheeks. When he spoke, his eyes roved the room, resting on items they had collected and placed around the home they had found together. “Poetry of our day focused on the object.” He picked up the sugar bowl lid and spun it slowly before his eyes. “The meaning that could be derived from it. I thought maybe that’s why we were the ones to survive; that we, our house, our possessions, maybe our domestic ecosystem was somehow the reason everything else had fallen away. Our lives still had purpose, May. But now I’m starting to think that our existence is just a fluke. We’re going to live as long as we can and then die with no one to move our bodies off the floor.” 

Isak ran one of his palms up and down the top of his leg. As he held her hand against his face, he pierced her with his eyes, and she nearly cried, they were so full of questions.

He swallowed and continued. “Sometimes, when I blink through time, I think there are voices or a set of eyes and I think, could it be the presence of God? But who am I to see visions? Or maybe we only think we’re alive. Maybe we are the ones who disappeared and everyone else is wondering what the hell happened to May and Isak’s little house on Holly Street.”

His cheeks felt warm, they were flushed, his breath becoming more laboured as his grip dug into her hand. “Why are we the ones who are still here?”

“You need to lie down, Isak.”

“Things can never be put right, not when we don’t even know what we’re going on and on for. None of it, May, none of it is even—” His lips closed abruptly. Letting go of her hand, Isak turned his head to retch a splattering of thick yellow stomach juice onto the floor. He stared at it, slowly straightening himself, wiping his chin with the back of his hand. “You aren’t feeling sick, are you, May?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“It can’t be from the rain then...There was nothing wrong with the rain...” He pushed back the chair, the silver discs on the bottom of the legs stuttering against the floor.

The kitchen knew silence again. Only May was left. He had wanted to leave. This time, she knew, he had wanted to leave. She threw a dish towel over the sour patch Isak had left behind and sat in his chair, wondering.

Massive alleys of destruction whir through cities, cracking foundations and uprooting lampposts, while a man sleeps with his back against a dumpster. A bed holding a sleeping child is carried off by a funnel cloud and set right side up in a wheat field. Tornados touch down and rip a whole house apart, but somehow, the shower survives.

Chapter 7: Ed’s Gamble

He could find out where the lines were, and how many, and which ones had receivers. If he ventured out into the world of telecommunications and found nothing, however, that would be almost worse than never knowing; it would be better to go on living in ignorance of his own sad existence in an empty universe.

Ed was draining himself daily, throwing all his thoughts onto the long rolls of receipt paper and delving deeper into himself than he had ever dared before. His job had surrounded him with noise and busyness, the rush of working tempered with the spoils of glory. If there wasn’t a story to finish or a meeting to attend, there were parties, fast cars, and his observation posts at nightclubs and bars around the city. There had never been time with just Ed. 

He was getting his fill of it now. Yep, just him and his thoughts, with the occasional trashy magazine or pulp fiction from the rack behind the counter. He’d exhausted the supply twice over, and could only find distraction in his writing. He wrote about people he used to know, setting them on different planets or setting them up on crazy dates, imagining himself in any number of places he had never been and would now never see. Moscow. Berlin. Tokyo. Heck, even Hawaii. 

Was there anybody out there? Were there any more movie theatres or libraries or golf courses or fancy restaurants or hipster joints or anything? What did Ed amount to, if Ed was all that was left? And if ever an alien race landed on Earth and discovered his preserved writings, would they give any weight to them at all?

The phone under the counter was painted grey, with labels on the quick dial buttons typed out in square letters that had started to fade to brown around the edges. The receiver was sticky on the back, with pop or gum or something; one of the hundreds of tiny bottles of hand sanitizer came in handy at that point. Once he had swabbed off the receiver, Ed searched around for a phone jack and found one stuffed behind an empty ice cream pail holding a heavy-duty plunger. The cord didn’t quite reach back to the desk. Ed pulled over a stool and sat with the phone on his lap. He held the receiver up to his ear and closed his eyes. 

His mind sieved through the earpiece, spun around the coiled cord and entered the green and gold circuit board. Everything in front of him was lit—he was in it and above it at the same time, watching his progress and travelling through the fine wires and synapses as if he were seeing it through a microscopic camera being pushed through a blocked artery, but a whole hell of a lot faster. He reached a splitting point, pausing to try and sense which circuits were still grounded, the lights at the end of the tunnels. He reached dead ends, phones that rang and rang and rang with no one to answer, zipping back and forth across the country until he was certain he had exhausted the entire continent.

The next phone he tried was a handheld model with a built-in answering machine. He travelled the circuit and found his way to the incoming call alert system, sounding the bell. He could hear the things he triggered, could experience all the pixels, all the finer details of refrigerating coolant systems and musical tracks. But the thing he was most unprepared for was the sound of a voice answering after the second and a half ring.

“Hello, this is May speaking.”

May, he thought, that’s a nice name. No, not nice, lovely, maybe even beautiful. Trees in bloom and the smell of rain. He caught the tail end of a missed sentence, waited for her to speak again.

“Hello?”

She sounded young, and very tired.

“Hello?”

She was waiting for him to say something.

“Hello?”

He could juggle the mechanics of the call and still manage to say—

Ed opened his mouth but no sound came out. Struggling to voice a word, he didn’t notice that she had hung up until two minutes later, when he remembered that he didn’t have a voice anymore.

Ed used to be a smooth talker. A sweet-faced con with a dozen stories up his sleeve. He maintained all throughout his career that the only reason people invited him to parties was to listen to him talk. He would talk, telling stories of trivial events in his life and the politics of big game corporations. He would talk, to some sexy eyes in a corner, or a group of slim young men with tie pins and spiked hair. Even kids liked listening to him. Especially Hannah. Hannah had been asking him for stories at the studio’s staff Christmas parties since she was five. Would have been fourteen now, he thought to himself. Hannah had been sincere and smart with a gentle way about her, and she always had a goodnight hug for him before her parents took her away at midnight, half-asleep.

He tried to speak again, straining his throat, taking a deep breath and trying with all his might to hurl sound out of himself. At one point, he managed a faint whistling sound, but that only depressed him more. He had to call May back, but how would he be able to talk to her if he couldn’t form anything resembling a word? If he had gone into the army, at least he might have picked up Morse code. 

Maybe if he did something simpler? Banging the counter or taking words from the Celtic track in the music console. Or spelling. It would be a lot of effort, but hey, they were in no rush, were they? The world had been sucked dry, and they only had empty landscapes to look on and old memories to avoid. Maybe May would find spelling a welcome distraction. He knew he would.

Chapter 8: Unknown Caller

Isak was reading; he was on the search for truth again and that was a good sign. May dug through a drawer, shaking a can of tomato soup with her other hand. Did the poetry of William Blake or Emily Dickinson or Eliot or Milton or Poe tell him anything he didn’t already know? Isn’t that why he loved them, because they already inexplicably resonated with his own soul? The truth, May reasoned, wasn’t defined by what you could explain, but by what you couldn’t. If truth was a word, then the world was deaf. And if they were the only ones left, could they hope to hear anything at all?

The open can of tomato soup had a serrated edge where the lid had been ripped off by a manual can opener they had found on their move-in day, abandoned at the back of a drawer. They had also found a broom, the old kind with straw bristles, leaning in the corner by the backdoor. Little things had been left behind and absorbed into their lives even though they didn’t know who had left them or why. May was good at finding uses for things. The DIY movement had carried her along through college, where she had recycled hangers, old clothes, and wrappers into pieces of art.

She emptied the soup into a fondue bowl set over a lit candle. She swished water around the coated inside of the can and added it to the bowl. What could you use empty cans for? They used to be good for holding paint brushes. Or hanging together with old cutlery to make wind chimes. But now she had no ideas. A bare stack of them loomed on top of the fridge like some aloof Warholian pyramid.

The portion of soup she was warming would provide enough for three days, interspersed with weak thrice-boiled tea and a piece of canned fruit. Their pantry was nearing panic levels: only a half of the original cans and boxes were stacked neatly on the bottom shelf. The floor was concrete, and served them well as a larder since it stayed cooler than anywhere else in the house. May set a steaming jar of soup down on the pantry floor and took the rest in a mug to Isak.

A sharp bell interrupted their tranquil supper. May and Isak looked at each other in alarm and then toward the half-moon mahogany table set flush to the side of the entryway closet.

“Should we answer it?”

May shrugged. “Where’s the power coming from? That’s what I want to know.”

“Are we dreaming? Did I skip forward?”

Humming had entered May’s sanctuary. She walked across the earth-patterned rug, stepped onto the hardwood, and lifted the black and silver cordless out of its dock. The screen display flashed green with UNKNOWN CALLER scrolling across in pixelated letters. 

“Hope it’s not a telemarketer,” she said wryly. She tapped the TALK button and held the dusty receiver up to her ear. “Hello, this is May speaking.” It was a sweet, old, habitual way to answer the phone and, saying it, May could almost believe that she was back in the old house that still had solid stairs and a sense of hope in it.

The line was silent. May’s eyes ran to Isak, bewildered; he was sitting on the floor surrounded by open books, the mug of soup at his lips.

“Hello, can you hear me? This is May. My husband and I are alive, are you there?”

She thought she could hear breathing, or maybe it was just static breaking up the empty connection. She waited. She waited a long time for any sign, but after a few more hellos, Isak stood up and vanished. 

She returned the phone to its stand. The red light on the side of the receiver indicating LOW POWER shone for a moment and then faded out. It was silent in the house once more.

Isak reappeared next to her, slipping an arm around her waist. “Anything?”

She shook her head thoughtfully. “Someone was there.”

“Maybe they’ll call back. If it was anybody at all, they’ll call back.”

They set up a game of chess. May started on the defensive, her attention divided between the carved pieces on the board and the telephone. They played three games, Isak winning the last one. The captured players stood lined up against the edge of the board, like spirits of the fallen watching the outcome from the border, which, uncrossable, separated them from the land of the living.

“I’ve been reading Frankenstein,” May said, moving her knight. “You know the part where the monster finds the cabin and watches the family inside through a crack in the wall? I feel like that family, or how they would’ve felt if they knew.” She had cornered the king. “Who do you think it could’ve been?”

Isak sighed and placed a handful of royalty into a green paisley bag. The pieces, noble and rabble, clacked against each other as he pulled the drawstring tight, securing against escape attempts. “I don’t know.” He rubbed the back of his ear, his eyes unfocused. “Somehow there was enough power.”

May pushed herself off the floor and over to the television. “Do you think...?” She pressed POWER; the screen remained a dull grey void.

“It could’ve been an influx from the power station, maybe one last effort at a full restart.”

“That would still mean someone had to reboot it, and that there’s still a functional power centre somewhere out there. Either way, Isak, I don’t think we’re the only ones left. There has to be somebody else. Maybe even a doctor.” 

May went over to the phone, trying old series of digits, but there were no answers, no dial tone. She set the receiver down and sighed. “Maybe they’ll call back.”
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The next day, May held the phone in her hand, looking out the front window. There wasn’t much to see apart from the fire hydrant and the reflection of herself ghosting in front of the wasteland. Where their lawn had been was a stretch of dust with a few dried out strands of grass lifting feebly around the hydrant. A white wire fence marked out where their plum tree used to stand. They had chopped it down with an axe and burned it under pots and pans of dinners and mish-mashed breakfasts of oatmeal and pancakes and seared olives poured out from glass jars.

Suddenly, the same jarring ring hit May’s brain in a heightened collection of hums.

“Hello, this is May speaking,” she answered, met again with the same fuzzy silence. “There’s a fire hydrant outside of our window,” she told maybe no one. “It’s yellow with blue caps on the top and two sides. Our house is the only one in the middle of an empty plain that spreads out everywhere. It’s a nice house. My husband’s legs were injured when the stairs collapsed. He’s ... out at the moment. Are you there?”

She was about to hang up when three beeps, someone pressing a key on the other end, evoked a cry of joy. “You are! Oh, God! You’re somebody! And you’re there.”

Again, three even beeps, more delightful than a whole album of Nickel Creek’s bluegrass symphonies. 

“Talk to me, can you talk to me?”

One beep, signalling a negative.

“Oh...Is there anybody there with you?”

One.

“Do you have enough supplies?”

Three. Yes.

“That’s good.” There was a break as May struggled to find something else to say. “I’m sorry, I’ve never been great with the phone. So...can you call anyone you want?”

Yes.

“Have you talked to anyone else?”

No.

“Do you think...we’re the only ones left?”

A slight pause and then two short beeps.

“Maybe.” May rubbed her forehead, trying to smooth out the increased volume of the ever-present hum. Was it because the phone was working? “I can’t talk very long...I have this headache. You’re not a doctor, are you? We could use a good doctor.”

No.

“That’s all right. What do you do, or did? Or...Well, I guess this is kind of limiting. But we’ll figure something out. You could call back tomorrow. If you’re not busy.”

Yes.

“You can meet Isak too. If he’s here.”

Three.

“Goodbye. And, thanks for—thanks for calling.”

A long tone. Goodbye, it said. Parting is such sweet sorrow.

Isak didn’t reappear until May lay alone on the pull-out bed, staring up at the dark ceiling. She lay a hand on his chest and whispered, “They called back.”
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The next afternoon, May and Isak sat together with the phone between them.

“I wonder how they found us.”

“Phone book?” she ventured, twisting a strip of tea filter and dipping it into a lid full of white craft glue. When it hardened, it would burn down for ten minutes, secured in a reformed tube of melted wax.

The phone rang. Isak motioned with a tired hand and intent gaze, his wasted cheeks and weak brow framing his hunger-enlarged eyes.

“Hello, this is May.”

A long beep. Greeting and farewell, the “aloha” of invented Morse code.

“How are you?” she asked, answered by three short beeps. “You’re well?”

Three beeps again.

“Ask them about themself,” Isak prompted.

“Are you ... old?”

One.

She shook her head to Isak. “Younger. A teenager?”

No.

“Older?”

Three, yes.

“Are you in your twenties?”

Yes.

“Twenty-three?”

No.

“Older?”

Yes.

“Twenty...seven? Oh, good guess.”

Isak smiled, his wide, spiritual eyes creasing at the corners. May smiled in return.

“Are you...male?” she asked, nodding to Isak when the beeps confirmed her question. “Are you...” She stopped herself. He had already said he was alone.

“Let me talk to him.”

May entwined her fingers through his. “Here, I’m going to put Isak on the phone,” she told the unknown caller, determined to find a way to learn his name by the end of the call.

Isak made the receiver look cumbersome between his spider fingers, the silver medical alert bracelet he always wore resting on his arm almost down to his elbow. He didn’t say anything and there seemed to be nothing to listen to. No beeps. Finally, he opened his mouth and said, “Hello.” He passed the phone back to her, humming something.

“What is your name?” she asked the man on the other side of the unknown distance between them. “Can you spell it out somehow?”

After a pause, a string of beeps followed by a break and then another string came through.

“Sorry, can I hear that again?” She counted out five beeps to Isak, and then four.

“Ed,” Isak said, turning himself toward the arm of the couch.

“Ed.”

Yes.

May felt the watery heat of tears rise to her eyes. “Ed. It is so good to meet you.”
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He called every day. Ed and May spelled back and forth, and although it was a long and involved process, May was glad of the series of beeps that she deciphered using a chart she had jotted down on the back of a gutted dictionary. She heard how he lived off of the bounteous junk food stocked shelf upon shelf in the convenience store that was his home, how he had developed video games before the Event. Like Isak, he had suddenly found himself in possession of an inexplicable ability: he could manipulate electronic devices using only his mind. All kinds of things, lights, telephones—

“What about a computer, do you have one of those?”

A slight pause. “Yes.”

“You can use the Internet?”

Another pause. “Yes. But I don’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’m afraid,” he spelled.

“Afraid of what?” May asked, though she felt that she already knew the answer.

“It’ll be gone. It’ll be blank. All of humanity’s info lost.”

“At least then we would know if we were back to square one,” May sighed, walking over to the bookcase and running her fingers over the spines. Ed didn’t answer.

“Do you have a TV?” Ed spelled one day. He was on speakerphone, May and Isak sewing up holes in a set of jeans with dental floss. A soft explosion of static zigzagged out of the TV set, so long silent in the corner of their living room. “Want to watch a movie?” Ed spelled, but May had already run to the cabinet where they kept all their DVDs. Isak was laughing softly.

“‘I don’t care, I’m still free,’” she sang, Isak joining in. “‘You can’t take the sky from me.’”

Despite the increased electrical presence in the house, transmitting scenes of spaceships and space cowboys swearing in Mandarin, the level of buzzing in May’s head didn’t change. She could always tell when Ed was calling moments before the phone rang, as if she was watching him travel through the line toward them from a far-removed distance. Odd, she thought. Maybe the headaches weren’t caused by electricity, but by something else.

Isak settled his arm around her as they took in the other voices and other faces, pictures that lessened some long unexpressed need that had slowly, slowly choked them. May looked up at Isak’s face. It had been three days since his last skip forward. The swelling in his legs had decreased and his expression was less full of worry. 

As the episode ended, Ed sent three pulses through the telephone.

“You were watching too?”

“Yes.”

“We have the whole season. We’ve probably watched it...How many times would you say, Isak?”

“Three? Maybe once before we were married, too.”

“Weird. I don’t remember that.”

Isak studied her hand, frowning slightly. “Your hands still aren’t healed all the way over.”

“No...”

“Hands?” Ed asked.

“When the stairs collapsed, the night everything disappeared, I hurt my hands trying to get Isak out of the mess. A lot of the boards had split, there were nails. Both his legs were chewed up pretty bad, I think one of them was fractured. He was unconscious. I had to lift a piece of railing off of him, not knowing if he was alive or dead. I didn’t even really know what I was doing...” May upturned a palm on her lap, dim pink scars and a few fresh-looking cuts jumbled in her skin. “They’re fine, though. Don’t stop me from doing much.”

“You haven’t been bandaging them. They might get infected.” Isak started ripping a strand of cloth off of his shirt.

“They will if I put that on it,” she teased. “Don’t worry.” May suddenly felt incredibly sad. “Ed? Are you doing all right?”

“Yes.”

“We should really try to figure out where you live, in case we ever want to visit.”

Ed had developed a way of laughing in code: one long beep followed by two short ones. “HA ha ha,” he said.

It was the last phone call they ever had.

Chapter 9: Crack

Bone-sick weary, with split soles and worn-through faces, two walking ghosts collapsed next to a dilapidated shack, too many times fooled by hallucinations to believe it was there.

“Looks so real.” Pinot’s voice cracked and sputtered; they had been days without drink since happening on an abandoned truck with a half-empty six pack in the backseat, and those cans had drained fast. “Can we go in?” Pinot asked, crawling over to Miller and collapsing into his lap. “There will be something nice in the cupboards, I’m sure there will be something nice.”

“This is all just a dream,” he said, absently running his hand along her back. “It’s always been a dream. Go if you want to. It’s not real.”

It was agony picking herself off his legs, crawling on her hands and knees toward the unhinged door. There were white lines and cracks in her arms, her flesh covered in calluses and flaking pieces of dead skin. It hurt to move. Pinot kept on, dragging her boots along the resilient ground in long scrapes, placing her palms flat, one in front of the other. Her dark eyes were huge in her wasted face. Her throat was always in the process of trying to swallow so that her chin was constantly back against her neck. 

Her line of travel was mindless, the shack growing before her, the olive green walls graffitied over with pictures of brooding hipsters and magpies. The windows were boarded, the porch full of holes, with a wicker lounge chair crammed into one corner. A flash of an old lady seemed to sit in the chair, but when Pinot turned her full gaze onto it with a gasp, the vision was gone.

She placed a shaking hand onto the first wooden step, the natural rough-hewn grain embedding into her skin. The moment was somehow holy and she remained there with her eyes closed, communing with the long dead piece of tree that had been walked on day after day without ever really being noticed. 

The next step was acknowledged, her exhausted body groaning under the sustained altitude of her climb. The deck was made up of more substantial boards, though some had rotted through long ago and all of them had been bleached by the elements of an earlier world. Pinot pushed off the ground, placing her knees on the top step, proceeding upward. Once her hands and knees met, she lay face down on the deck with her arms spread and her nose inhaling remnants of dust.

This is the most stable imaginary porch I’ve ever been on, she thought before pressing forward. Her knees locked, she ached, she was moving not out of a measured, active decision, but some force of mind or will that kept telling her, “Go”—a mantra that she could bend to, and by repeating it in her mind could obey, crawling one inch further and then another and then another—

She was brought up short by the bang of the door collapsing inward, shifted off balance by her added weight on the porch. A cloud of sawdust puffed up and settled gently into her hair as she crawled through the entrance.

Smooth and bare, the floor was cool under her hands. Piles of sawdust were left around the room, stacks of lumber leaned against the walls. The only furniture was a workshop bench cluttered with a rusted metal toolbox and empty coffee cups, stacks of unopened envelopes and a handsaw. An icon, depicting three figures seated in front of a gold background, hung next to a closed closet door.

Pinot crawled towards it, her hands leaving streaks in the fine layer of sawdust. She reached up for the door handle, pulling herself to her knees and unhooking the latch. Unsteady on her feet, she used the door to support herself as it swung outward. Inside the closet was a top shelf packed with drooling paint cans, a ball chain swinging from a cobwebbed light bulb, and from the clothes hangers—

“Hell yes,” Pinot whispered. Before her was by far the best part of the mirage so far. She grabbed a handful of the stuff and stumbled madly out of the shack, holding the strips of dried jerky up to Miller as if offering a sacrifice.

“Where did you get that?” he asked, gaping.

“It was a closet, not a cupboard,” she allowed, throwing one into his lap. In a burst of energy, she ripped at a piece with her teeth, chewing with open lips.

Miller, too, fell to eating. Never had he seemed so wolfish in Pinot’s eyes, as he tore into the dried-out meat. “Salty,” he said, picking a bite out of his teeth. “Is there anything else in there?”

“You won’t believe it.” Pinot shook her head, pulling him up. “It’s stocked, like a bomb shelter or something.”

“What else is there?” Miller asked, his mouth hanging open. 

“Beer, crackers, soup...”

They staggered up the steps, hurrying onto their plot of plenty, barely registering their cracked feet oozing in their boots. 

Miller went to his knees in the doorway of the closet, swinging his pack onto the floor next to him. “Settle in,” he directed. “We’ll be staying for a while.”

Pinot jumped onto the workbench and kicked the toolbox onto the floor for joy.
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When their stake ran out, Miller wanted to leave immediately.

“Gotta keep one step ahead of them,” he mumbled, packing up two bottles of beer, a container of dried raisins, and the rest of the jerky. Stepping over the drained cans and the smashed beer bottles, Pinot followed him out of the shack, hesitating on the last stair.

“Hey Miller, do we have to? I kinda like this place. Nobody’s bothered us, we still have some food left. Or, once we find another haul, bring it back here, hey? What d’you think?”

Miller kept walking.

Chapter 10: Break

“A zombie apocalypse, that would’ve been interesting.” Isak chewed through a piece of beef jerky unearthed from some forgotten corner of the pantry. “We would’ve had to find a way to get all our supplies upstairs, they wouldn’t be able to make it up to us there.”

“The worst part would be having to listen to them moaning all day, and running into things, and not being able to do anything.”

“We’d read Shakespeare aloud just to catch a break.”

“Would they hang around or leave?”

“There has to be some way to get them out.”

“They only want one thing. Would they be content with anything else?”

“I wonder if their obsession with brains has a metaphorical basis?”

“Maybe a mass cultural fear?”

“There are no zombies of any kind left in the world these days.”

“How do you know? Maybe when we’re asleep tonight, they’ll crawl in through the kitchen window—”

“—and the monsters under the bed will chew through the rug and make terrible belching noises.”

“Now you’re just being ridiculous,” May said in a voice she meant to sound injured but turned into laughter.

“It’s almost worse this way,” Isak stated, rubbing his leg thoughtfully. “Nothing to fight against. The environment’s benign, we only know of one other person who may not even be alive—”

“He’ll call again,” May said with conviction.

“I pray for that every day. But the fact is, May, we’re already going crazy here and—”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s just been us for so long, in one small place. Sometimes I feel like if I don’t get up and go somewhere—”

“Where, Isak? Where should we go? Even if we could find Ed, it wouldn’t last long. Your legs...”

“They’re strong enough. And I can always skip ahead if—”

“No landmarks,” May continued. “We don’t even know if the magnetic poles are in the same place. Everything’s changed. Except this.” She indicated the confines of the room, sweeping her arms. “And this.” She gripped his arm as she kissed him.

“We can’t stay here.” Isak shook out his legs and stood slowly. “What’ll we do when we run out, when the pantry’s empty? Noah had years to stock up, and a family to share it with. What’s the point of going on, May, if we don’t affect anything? We need to find somewhere else to make our existence matter.”

“I would rather die here.” May stared into the Impressionistic painting. “Do you think the world committed suicide?” she asked, turning back toward Isak with a catch in her voice. “Do you think it had enough abuse and took its own life rather than go on being mistreated? I’m sorry, that was a stupid—”

“The world can’t make a choice like that. God is the sustainer of life, all life.”

May shook the rest of her apology out of her hands. “Did he give the go ahead then?”

“He said he wouldn’t, a long time ago.”

“But here we are, Isak.”

“Yes.”

May sank onto the coffee table, looking sideways out the window. It seemed to her that the glass was vibrating with the force of invisible sound, the energy of disembodied voices. “I can’t go out there anymore. It’s too loud.” 

May stopped herself from going on, but Isak seemed not to have heard her. She had been asking questions for so long, trying to keep him in the moment, keep his mind off of the future, where any number of possibilities could draw him forward and leave her behind, that she had neglected her own answers. Were they the same as Isak’s? May approached the world tentatively, while he considered it in poetic tones with bursts of melancholy passion. His heart, so inclined to optimism and compassion, was dampened by the cloud of vapors that could descend in the midst of his most earnest joys. Would her approach bring her to the same conclusions as Isak’s wilder plunge into the universe? 

She wondered what Ed thought of all this, the Event, the land, his solitary existence. At least she had Isak. At least they had water, somewhere to live. Why did Isak want to leave all of it behind? Didn’t he realise that they would never make it?

They had a truck, a ‘92 Ford that had horrible gas mileage and not enough cab space. If they tried to take that out and a tire burst or the battery died, they’d be dead in the water. Even if they could make it to Ed, would he be able to run the combustion engine and get them all back home, restocked, and with more hope? What if they made it, and found his body curled in a rotten foetal position next to an empty bag of potato chips? They could bury him. May would bring a paint stick to mark his grave.

“Don’t think like that,” she whispered to herself, but again Isak didn’t respond. He was considering something of his own, his brow contracted, his arms crossed over his chest. He was tied up in a motley brown housecoat, his bandaged legs sticking out from the hem like two kite spindles. He was right, they were getting stronger, finally. Was it normal for injuries to take so long to heal? She rubbed her hands, one over the other, snags of flesh catching on her wedding ring. 

Tea. Some tea would be nice right now. She left the living room, softly placing one foot down in a steady decline starting from her heel to her toe, followed by the second. Isak stirred himself, looking at her from over the back of the couch.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“Heating some water.”

“Do you have to? It’s hot enough in here already.”

May bristled. “I was going to make some for you. Don’t you know tea cools you down? They used to drink it in the desert...” An image of a man with a long beard in front of a canvas tent in the Sahara, one hand on his white turban, the other emerging from his robes to pick up a small clay cup of tea. She shook it from her mind, her lips hot and parched. “I’m going outside anyway.”

She stormed into the kitchen, Isak wordless behind her. Probably rubbing his chin, she thought in disdain. 

The tier of drawers rattled as she pulled open the cupboard and retrieved the solar oven she had made out of aluminium foil and an umbrella. Since the rain, the grey disc of sky had lightened, allowing more diffused sunlight through to the earth. Instead of burning fuel, May could catch some of it and use it for heat. 

She sent the backdoor swinging, setting the concave device holding an aluminium dish full of water on an old deck chair. It wouldn’t boil, of course, just get hot enough to draw the weak tea out of the crisp, dried out filters.

The sound outside reminded her of Ed, the spark that would go off in her head when he called. The stifling air crackled and yawned in a disturbing way, but, angry now, May sent a wild “Oh!” into the emptiness. Her paint sticks stood like a far-off forest of dead trees.

Chapter 11: Theories

What Ed had found. He sat back from the series of articles he had cut out from the stacks of old newspapers in the back room, gripping his shrunken stomach. Could it really be what he thought it was?

We just keep messing it up, he thought, pulling the feature describing the planned space-repair operation that he had ripped out of a mid-March copy of the Globe and Mail. His first clue had been the bill brought up for consideration in a UN meeting. It had passed with the full support of China, Australia, Great Britain, Canada, and Russia, but the details of the proposed mandate were hazy. 

He picked up another article, this one describing how the United States, still considered a leader in space travel, was convinced to sign onto the deal, the Patch Project. Arms may have traded hands, another government promising to give up nuclear projects if the U.S. would agree to dedicate their research and operational resources to the Patch cause.

Those were amongst hundreds of reports that Ed had found on global warming, the polar ice caps, changes in atmospheric pressure and components, the slowing down of the thermohaline cycle, increased instances of cancer in Australia. Considering all those concerns, which had been on the backs of major world powers for the past seven decades, Ed was able to piece together what the purpose of the Patch Project was.
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