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			To everyone I’ve met along the way


			


		




		

			PART ONE


			Population: 1


			 


			Some people need to have an audience, turning everything into a production, but that was never me. I’ve never sung in front of anyone before. Not really. For my mom maybe, years ago when I was still in braids and ratty overalls and had no shame. But since then? Hell no. I wasn’t one of those people. A “singer.” I’m a shower singer. An alone-in-my-living-room singer. I don’t sing in front of people. Or I didn’t. 


			Right now I wish there was someone to sing to. Anyone. I might even be tempted into a lullaby to soothe away nightmares. Or a rousing round of showtunes. It could be nice.


			But there’s no one here to sing to, not even if I wanted to. They’re all gone. Except me.


			There must be other people somewhere, hiding in the cracks and crevices of the city like oversized cockroaches. Just like me.


			So far I haven’t seen them. Or maybe they’ve all run off to Alaska or Antarctica or wherever people go in a crisis. Maybe there’s a secret bunker under my feet and they’re all eating tiny cucumber sandwiches with their pinkies raised and playing croquet down there. Having lessons in macrame. There could be an entire resistance led by John Connor, for all I know. They didn’t invite me.


			After I realized what had happened, realized I was alone, I spent a week looking for hidden doors. I pulled up a manhole cover. It was heavy. And gross. It was also empty down there. No people. No croquet. No John Connor eating triangular wedges of cucumber sandwich with the crusts cut off.


			The city is strange without the people. Everything echoes. Shadows loom between the buildings and the street lights stopped coming on ages ago.


			Curfew is sunset. I didn’t have to get caught in the dark before I decided on that particular rule and it’s the one I have no intention of breaking.


			Even with my newfound fear of the dark, the end of the world has been pretty boring. Everyone thought it was going to be zombies and asteroids destroying whole cities in big mushroom clouds. But I haven’t seen a single zombie. I wasn’t buried under a ton of rubble as the universe played dodgeball with the Earth. 


			So far it’s just me and the empty streets of the town that I used to call home. Now I don’t know what to call it. This city is my empty kingdom. I am the sole ruler and occupant of a stretch of blocks that used to hold thousands.


			At least I don’t have to wait in line at the supermarket anymore.


			On today’s shopping trip, I collect the last of the potatoes from the bin. Real potatoes. I wish I knew how to grow more but I can barely even grow mold and these potatoes are green and have shriveled until they’re barely recognizable as vegetables. I can’t help staring them in the eyes. They look a little pitiful even to me.


			“Sacrifices need to be made. You get that, right, Mr. Potatohead? A girl’s gotta eat.”


			They don’t answer, obviously, and I pretend not to notice the way their eye-stalks stare forlornly at me when I pile Mr. Potatohead and his starchy friends into my basket.
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			The potatoes were too soft to eat. My decision to spare them had nothing to do with how they’d been staring at me.


			I laid them to rest in a patch of dirt beside the door of my building. They’d already started to smell so it seemed like the only solution. The patch was bald before I dug it up, worn smooth from the guy in 2B using it as a shortcut around the side of the building. He thought no one saw him sneaking out to have a cigarette even though there was a sign that said keep off the grass. I doubted he’d ever even bothered to read the sign. But maybe I should have thanked him. The dry dirt was easier to scrape loose than the scrubby grass. I know. I tried there first.


			While I dug a proper grave I wondered about the guy in 2B. He was probably dead but I couldn’t be entirely sure. Maybe he’d made it out. Or had been invited into that secret underground bunker. He could be getting crowned croquet champion right now. 


			The jerk.
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			It’s May now. I think. It’s only a guess. I don’t really know for sure. It could be the 4th of July. I could declare every day to be my birthday in the Kingdom of Me. But it feels more like it’s April Fool’s and the joke is on me.
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			I found a box of old fireworks at the store. Probably left over from the 4th of July last year or maybe New Years. Do people do fireworks then? I guess it doesn’t matter.


			My prize was a shrink-wrapped assortment of cheap sparklers and bottle rockets bedded down in a dangerously flammable cushion of shredded red paper. I don’t know why I took them. The package was obscenely large and awkward to carry, the kind that’s designed to fill half a shelf all by itself, and I’d been there just to hunt for anything that might count as food.


			All the fresh fruit in the grocery store had rotted into stinky brown blobs in their individual bins. Vinegary piles of what used to be oranges were on sale for $1.69 a pound. Bags of shrunken, mold-furred grapes waited for customers to take them home. Red-mesh-encased onions had slowly settled into their angled shelf, greens shooting from the tops of some like escape pods. They’d left a puddle on the floor as they rotted. 


			Most of the other shelves in the store had been ransacked as people fled. But not the produce department. I guess no one considered their diet when they looted the city. Screw the roughage and grab that can of Spam. That was good for me. At least at first. I had all the broccoli I could ever want until decay made things inedible. Now I dreamed of salads while I roamed empty aisles. What I got was firecrackers. Not exactly chock full of antioxidants.


			It was hard not to feel like a little kid, carrying the fireworks down the center of the street on my way home. I’d just gotten the most useless things possible in an apocalypse but I didn’t care. They were mine now.


			As darkness falls, so complete that the stars look bright as Christmas lights in the sky, I scurry outside with my prize and a candle.


			No one in a zombie movie would be caught dead (no pun intended) lighting firecrackers. I don’t have that problem. Hell, if anyone is around, maybe my sparkling halftime show will lead them here. Maybe they’ll show up with a six-pack of warm beer and a can of metallic-tasting green beans and we can pretend it’s really the 4th of July and there’s something to celebrate.


			I try not to think about it too much.


			It feels a little silly spinning in circles and writing my name in the sky with the glowing trail of a sparkler. But I do it. I keep doing it long after the sparklers have stopped fizzing with sparks and stinking of sulfur. I write my name over and over again, hoping that one of these times it’ll stay there. Hoping that it will accomplish something.


			Maybe this was a bad idea.


			Somewhere buried deep, I remember how much I loved the fireworks as a kid. Bright colors. The flash. The bang. The rush of anticipation waiting to see what they would do next. Now when I light a bottle rocket I jump at the noise. So loud. I haven’t heard another voice in weeks.


			My fireworks display’s finale is the remaining bottle rockets all set in an empty kidney bean can together. They scream as they fly into the air, trailing sparks. Pop. Pop. Pop. I don’t know why I’m smiling. I don’t really care as long as it’s there. It’s one of those things. You never know if you can still do it until you try.


			Yellow sparks dance in the night sky and I dance on the pavement beside them.
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			The Apocalypse. With a capital A.


			It’s one of those things that everyone jokes about. Or did. Like flying pigs. Or dollar-a-gallon gas. The Apocalypse. It was funny... until it wasn’t.


			I’m not really sure how it happened. Everything was normal, filled to the brim with that limitless monotony of everyday life, the kind that feels like it will go on forever just because it always has. Buy groceries, go to work, laugh at your friend’s bad jokes, drink coffee, and worry about not getting enough exercise. Sign up for a gym membership because “this is the year I finally get healthy.” I still had ten months on that membership when the world ended. Don’t think I can get a refund now. All the credit card companies are dead or hiding.


			I’m actually not sure if everyone is dead, but if they’re not, they’re playing the world’s best game of hide and seek.


			Supposedly the Beginning of the End happened on a Wednesday. That’s what the newspaper said.


			Wednesday, March 23rd.


			It’s not the most memorable date I’ve ever seen but I guess the plague didn’t have much of a flare for the dramatic. That’s the thing about the End of the World. It doesn’t send out Save the Date cards before it destroys everything. 


			The plague appeared out of nowhere. Maybe it escaped from some shadowy government vault or rode in on a new wave of mutated super-viruses. Space dust gone astray. I don’t know and I don’t really care either. It came. It saw. It wiped everyone out in a few weeks. How’s that for efficiency?


			And where was I, you ask? Me? I was home sick with the flu. Yeah, I know. The irony.


			The Wednesday that marked the Beginning of the End, I was lying on my couch watching telenovelas and making up my own dialogue since I don’t really speak Spanish. I had no clue what was going on but I’m sure it was all Yolanda’s fault. She had a bad habit of butting into other people’s business. She also needed to learn how to knock before going into a room. 


			Anyway, I was sprawled on my couch wearing my sushi pajamas the day Death rang the doorbell on planet Earth. Thrilling stuff.


			Day Two of the Beginning of the End I was running a temperature of 102 degrees so I drank a bottle of green Gatorade that I had bought for one of my good-intentioned trips to the gym. Then I curled up on my couch and waited for the tiny oompah band in my head to take a lunch break. The news cut in on the TV judge right before she announced the verdict in the case of Mrs. Bell vs. the irresponsible dog groomer. 


			I fell asleep, lulled by the blaring Special Report theme song, barely lasting long enough to see the word OUTBREAK in no nonsense block letters on the screen beside the newscaster’s face. I missed the report and the verdict on the court show too. I hope the dog groomer got what was coming to her. That poor poodle looked like a stegosaurus.


			By the time my fever broke, the order of the world had broken too. By Sunday, I was well enough to hit the grocery store for more packets of instant ramen and bottles of Gatorade. The grocery store was a ghost town. Most of the shelves had been ransacked and left half empty. I slipped on a smashed jar of spaghetti sauce and almost faceplanted in the aisle. 


			The employee I hunted down to tell about it took one look at my face and ran the other way. That kind of hurt my feelings. I didn’t think I looked that bad. I’d even showered before I came out shopping. And when the girl behind the register backed away, smiling so wide and tight she looked like a sock puppet, and told me I could take whatever I wanted, I smiled and thanked her even though I didn’t get it.


			The streets were nearly empty but I didn’t think much of it. Still lost in my drifting thoughts, I didn’t notice the abandoned sidewalks or the sound of distant sirens.


			At home I opened the paper to the classifieds and halfheartedly checked for anything I could apply to. I’d just lost my job, but I couldn’t muster the energy to read the tiny print in the newspaper so I set it aside. Took some aspirin for my headache. Went back to sleep, the bag of forgotten ramen and Gatorade on my Goodwill coffee table beside me.


			The world went on falling apart around me and I didn’t even notice until it was too late.
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			Of course I would like a Prince Charming on a white charger to swoop in and save the day. Carry me off to his castle where I’d never have to worry about anything again. But hell, by now I would settle for someone driving a white Pinto loaded up with a six-month supply of unexpired canned goods. Something with a good vintage. Maybe a nice September 2018. I think sometimes I’d run off with the first person that offered. Problem is, the only living things I’ve seen recently walk on four legs and mostly hail from the rodent family.


			There are still a few cats, some dogs, all inching their way out of civility and closer to feral every day. I keep my distance from them. As wary as I am of man’s best friend, I like seeing them. It’s a reminder that the entire rest of the world wasn’t a fever dream I cooked up to pass the time. All these animals used to belong to people who called them names like Lucky.


			Damn right, your dog was lucky. He outlived you.
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			Ever notice how lonely the sun looks floating around the sky at midday? Leaving a line of warmth like a vapor trail, untouched. Too bright to look at.


			Avert your eyes lest they be burned from their sockets.


			Sometimes I stare at the sun until it’s burned into my retinas and I can carry it around with me.
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			My cat is always happy to see me. Whenever I come home he’s at the door, meowing a welcome chorus, rubbing at my legs while I set out his dish of food. I like that about him. At least he would miss me. It’s comforting to know that someone would. It makes me feel like I still exist.
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			I found an unopened can of cherry pie filling today. Maybe it’s sad that that made my day. There must still be cherry trees somewhere.
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			The bandshell is always empty except for the echoes of bands that used to play here. Listen close enough and you can hear them. A collection of trills from a troupe of ghost flutes. The rumbling thunder of drums like a storm on the horizon. I came here the first time just to look. Morbid curiosity. But I keep coming back. Habit now. What else do I have to do? Organize my stock portfolio maybe?


			It was probably a bad idea to come to the pavilion again when the sky is gray and unhappy with clouds.


			Hold it a little longer, I beg the clouds. If there’s anything I hate more than the silent dark, it’s getting caught in a very not silent storm. The sound of distant thunder makes me jump and scream like a little girl with a mouse underfoot. Almost there. Keep your panties on, clouds.


			The sky doesn’t seem likely to agree. I walk faster just in case. If my clothes get soaked I’ll be out of luck for replacements. There’s nowhere nearby to steal new ones from. All the clothing stores are on the other side of town. Might as well be Pluto. I can’t walk that far and back in one day. It’s got nothing to do with being scared. 


			Except that it does. 


			Every time I head that way, I start picturing abandoned cars like fields of landmines standing in my way. My area is thankfully free of stranded cars but I’ve seen them dotting distant streets, sprawling across both lanes. I stay away from those streets.


			Most people ran when the sickness hit, like taking a drive in the fresh country air would burn the death out of their lungs. I’m just glad I don’t have to weave between tombs on wheels every time I go grocery shopping. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe country air is a magical cure all and they’re all living the high life somewhere green. I hope they’re having fun playing horseshoes down on Old MacDonald’s farm. Wish you were here. Please write back soon.


			Another explosion of thunder and lightning from the sky quickens my step. I’m two blocks away when the first fat drops splash the sidewalk. It has the same effect on me as shooting at someone’s feet in those old westerns. Dance, girl! Dance! I quickstep the rest of the way to the band shell as if a roof over my head will make the noise more bearable. Rain drums on the domed roof like the fingers of an invisible god. I imagine each enormous digit pressing down. Thump, thump, thump. Checking manicured nails the size of dinner plates and then tapping again. Thump, thump, thump.


			“It’s raining it’s pouring. The old man is snoring...” My lips form the words but my voice is full of flaking rust. I can’t remember how many days its been since I even said a word to my cat. Maybe a week. I don’t even know what month it is anymore. The 5th day of the month of No More Fruit Cocktail? The 27th of Pink Elephants? Could be anything. Or nothing. So I sing all the songs I know and plenty that I don’t, singing along with the drumming rain for accompaniment. This is the first storm that hasn’t felt unbearably loud, like the world is ripping itself apart. I sit while the sky gets darker and darker and wish I had a watch so I knew the time. I hope it’s not too close to sunset. If I have to walk home in the dark I might not make it. Maybe I should start bringing a flashlight with me on my outings just in case. Even with all the exodus mad people tearing through the grocery store’s stock of batteries there should be plenty left for me and one little flashlight.


			I’m halfway through Hotel California when I see something move in the rain, something outside my personal bubble of okay. Just a squirrel, no big deal. But it has two legs. Only two. I count them once and then once more. One, two, two legs ah ha ha, chortles the Count.


			Two legs.


			Two legs. Two arms. And a rifle strap on his shoulder. Standing in the rain. Hair plastered to his forehead. Standing in the rain. With a rifle. Maybe the thunder I heard earlier wasn’t thunder. I see it all laid out before me like slides in an old projector.


			Cla-click.


			Two legged mammal.


			Cla-click.


			Rifle of unknown type.


			Brown...


			I don’t do guns, dammit.


			Cla-click.


			I wonder what his voice sounds like. It’s hard to remember exactly what other people are supposed to sound like.


			Cla-click.


			Why is he staring at me like that?


			Cla-click.


			Why is he standing there?


			Cla-click.


			Where did he come from? Everyone is gone.


			Cla-click.


			Oh hell.


			Maybe I’m hallucinating.


			I say it again in case my brain missed that unwelcome hypothesis the first time.


			The projector in my head clicks through to its last slide and ends up on white again and again. Error. Does not compute.


			Somewhere along the line I stopped singing but I don’t know when. Did I finish the song? Does it even matter?


			He’s still staring silently at me. What is he? He takes a step towards me and it snaps me out of whatever catatonic state I’ve lapsed into.


			Then, like an idiot, I run.
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			I go back. Of course I go back.


			#1: It’s still raining and my feet are splashing through puddles and I have visions of coming down with pneumonia all alone somewhere.


			#2: If I’m hallucinating, running won’t do any good. Wherever I go, there I am. Me, myself, and I.


			And #3: Curiosity grabs me by the hair and spins me back the way I came. I never got to hear his voice. Might never get to if he leaves. He could be my +1. The one. The only one. I could be “we.” Again. It’s been so long and so quiet and if I’m not losing my mind already I might be close soon if I don’t take this chance.


			He’s still there when I get back. I feel like dancing just seeing him. I’d forgotten about the rifle. My eyes are drawn to it like it might attack me all on its own if I don’t keep up my guard. I don’t know anything about guns. For all I know that’s completely possible. At this point, I would believe almost anything. Potato aliens from Pluto. Atlantis rising. Tomatoes are really fruit. Give me your weird, your inane, your illogical. I’ll take it all because right now I’m looking at another person and he’s looking at me.


			Belatedly I wonder what I look like to him. I took a bath in the lake just the other day and I’m taking another one now in the rain just like one of those overly perky girls in the shampoo commercials.


			He has a scruffy kind of beard and he’s wearing a plaid shirt that together would look unbearably hipsterish if it wasn’t for the end of the world and all. Now all fashion bets are off. I have to look down just to see what clothes I put on before heading out today. It didn’t seem all that important at the time but now it seems like the most important decision I’ve ever unwittingly made. Maybe I’ll turn him off with my gently stained baseball shirt. I don’t know. Maybe he’s a hockey fan.


			Why isn’t he talking? If he’s real he should say so because right now I’m leaning towards hallucination. I tell him so.


			He nods slightly. When he moves closer this time he does it with one hand out like I’m an animal about to bolt that he’s trying to soothe. He’s not wrong. 


			“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he says when he’s made it into the relative safety of the dense tree cover. We’re still separated by twenty feet and several weeks. His voice is... different. It’s not my voice so I’m guessing that means he’s real but the jury is still out. Maybe I’m just that good at deluding myself.


			I stare at him.


			He stares at me.


			I don’t know what’s the polite thing to do in this situation.


			Dear Abby,


			I’ve just met a nice post-apocalyptic hipster carrying a rifle. In the thirty seconds I’ve known him, he hasn’t tried to ax murder me. How does one go about inviting him over for a picnic of canned beets? Is that too forward? Should I wait until he makes the first move?


			Signed, Last Girl On Earth


			Eventually logic reasserts itself. My mother raised me to be smart. Smart means not trusting strange men carrying rifles. Apocalypse or no apocalypse, rules like that don’t change. Maybe the Apocalypse just makes caution more important. I take one tiny step backwards. A fat drop of rain sneaks its way through the tree branches and plops onto the top of my head, hitting so hard that I jump. For one second, I’m sure I’ve been attacked. Apparently my flailing karate moves aren’t as threatening as I thought because when I’ve composed myself again, he’s half smiling.


			“Are you okay?” he asks and in my former life I would have been mad that he was laughing at me but right now I’m still just praying that he’s real. He can laugh all he wants as long as he’s reading 98.6 degrees and he’s here where I can see him.
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