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			CONTENT WARNINGS

			- mentions of death

			- mentions of suicidal ideation

			- brief scene of animal related violence: character interrupts fighting dogs and is bitten, runs away

			

			

		


		
			 

			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.

			[image: can.jpg]

			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.

			[image: can.jpg]

			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
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