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  Doomsday


The world stopped three months ago, as I stood outside your apartment, looking up at the orange glow from your window while your voice replayed in my head. Above, shooting stars peppered the night sky—a rare sight in the middle of the city. But I didn’t care about any of that.  
A few minutes before, I’d been up there with you, in the same place I now watched your shadow pacing back and forth. 
The room had felt stuffy, and far too warm, amid the flurry of words we threw at each other. I don’t even remember now what started it this time. But it didn’t matter anymore what started it; it was always the same argument in the end. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The train stopped for the third time between stations, and I fought the urge to grumble aloud in the packed car. I was going to be late to work again, thanks to the construction on the line and the growing number of tourists hoping for a chance to see the meteorological light show that had become a nightly occurrence in London over the past few weeks. I’d even left my flat fifteen minutes ahead of usual. The collar of my shirt was growing itchy and damp against my skin from the heat of so many bodies pressed together, and I shifted my weight from one foot to the other to try to distract myself. 
Left my flat. Not ours, like we’d always planned. 
The memory of that night drew the air even tighter around me, and I took in a breath, tasting the sourness of the stuffy car. It felt as if the oxygen had dissipated before it reached my lungs for how little it helped. I closed my eyes, rested my forehead against the metal handhold I was pressed against . . . But then the floor jostled beneath me, everyone swaying backward into one another and then forward again, and a brief blast of air dulled the suffocating feeling into a slight headache.
The Central line was one of the oldest and deepest lines on the London Underground, which meant it was sweltering on even the coldest days of the year. Unfortunately, it was also the only one that followed the route to the office, so I was left with no choice every day but to deal with the sweaty stink and the seemingly constant repairs. The crowded cars, with commuters packed together so tightly it felt almost intimate, was an inevitability on any line at 8 in the morning. But now that we were moving again, the squeal of the train on the track added to the overwhelm, drowning out the muffled announcements on the crackling speakers and, thankfully this morning, my thoughts. 
I kept my eyes closed as we pulled into the station, deliberately turning my thoughts to the number of stops I had left. Two more until I would get off at Bond Street, then another few minutes’ walk until I’d make it to work. All around me, I could feel people shuffling their way through the crowd to be the first off the Tube, then the new group of people jostling for position before the doors closed again. It was the same chaos I’d relied on for the past several weeks to make things feel normal without you. 
But as the doors hissed closed and a muffled announcement played in time with the sound, something else happened that was decidedly not normal. 
A sudden chorus of chimes, buzzes, and dings filled the train car, the sounds overlapping with one another and shaking everyone from their early morning stupor. I opened my eyes, my own phone vibrating against my leg from inside my pocket, and wore the same frown as everyone else in the car as I dug for it. 
A few of the faces around me shifted from confusion to horror staring at their devices as I finally brought mine to my face. 

EMERGENCY ALERT ISSUED BY THE UK GOVERNMENT: IMPACT PREDICTED. TAKE SHELTER IMMEDIATELY. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.

I read the message four or five times before the words started to make sense. Even then, I glanced up at the rest of the people in the car, scanning their faces, their reactions, to see if they’d received the alert, too, and if they’d interpreted it the same way I had. 
They had.
For a moment, it was as if the world had stopped. We were all silent, our gazes roving around the train as we locked eyes with one another. We all wore the same expression—eyes wide, faces pale. We reread the messages, just to be sure we hadn’t imagined them. 
But then the moment passed. The train slowed as it began to pull into the next station, and we realized the world was still spinning—at least for now. 
Suddenly, I felt bodies shoving past me, every person slamming into another as people rushed the doors to the car. Before the train had even stopped, a few people were working their fingers into the space between them, trying to pry them free. Without knowing what I was doing, and half caught up in the crush of people, I elbowed my way forward as well, pouring out onto the platform. From there, the crowd split; some stumbled farther into the station, as deep underground as they could go, but the rest trampled one another in an attempt to get up to the surface. I was a fish caught up in the current around me, but the glimpses I had of other people showed me that they’d received the message, too. No one had the mind to try to understand it, to wonder what the scientists said about where it had come from or whether we’d known about it before now or what the global impact would be. No one thought logically. 
We just ran.
As I tumbled out of the station and onto the street, it took me a moment to orient myself. I’d followed the same route for years, stood on this street more times than I could count, yet I couldn’t seem to think. The chaos had changed this to a different world than the one I’d known, and I didn’t recognize any of it. All I saw was the woman sobbing into her phone to my right, the father scooping his daughter into his arms, her princess backpack still on her back and bouncing against his arm as he sprinted down the sidewalk and shoved past me into the entrance to the station. Then the world tipped, the pavement rushing up to meet me. A shooting pain traveled through my palms and along my side as I caught my fall, scraping against the cement, and something else hammered into my back before a woman fell over top of me, landing hard on her shoulder. I reached a hand out to help her, but she didn’t even notice, pulling herself to her feet and running in the same direction she had before, her jacket sleeve dangling down to her elbow. I scrambled to my feet myself, and then I finally noticed the blue sign with white text above the station exit: Lancaster Gate. 
I turned, barely avoiding colliding with someone else, and sprinted down the road. 

      [image: image-placeholder]We both regretted what we were saying even as we said it, but we couldn’t seem to stop. And then you paused, your eyes drifting to the carpet as you finally said something else.
“I think . . . I think maybe you should go.” 
“What?”
You nodded, still not meeting my eyes. “This isn’t what either of us want.” 
Suddenly, all the other words were trapped in my throat. I cleared it, then again, as I tried to find the right ones to convince you to stop. To take it back. But you just stood there in silence, staring at the floor. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I’d never been a runner, or an athlete of any type—you’d tried convincing me to go to the gym with you, once, but after I’d whined and complained the entire time, I think you decided to cut your losses. 
Now, I sprinted through the streets, ignoring the pain on my side and in my back, the burn in my chest, the taste of iron in the back of my mouth. All around me, others did the same, shoving their way between people and narrowly dancing out of the way of cars that tore down the road. As I turned the corner, I noticed one of the city’s double-decker buses idling in the middle of the road. Its doors were held open, and no one was inside. 
I was navigating the streets by memory, not even slowing to second-guess myself. I couldn’t have afforded to anyway, but this wasn’t a choice I made consciously. My jacket flapped behind me as I ran. Its plastic-y fabric snapping, along with my ragged breathing, was the only sound I heard.
It was the fastest I’d ever run, the fastest I’d ever followed this route. But the twenty-minute trip that had taken me fifteen was the longest of my life. At one point, I slammed hard against the metal frame of one of the city’s telephone boxes, pain shooting up my already bloodied palms. The phone inside dangled uselessly from the hook, its cord still swaying. I pushed off of the box and continued down the road. And as I finally neared the building, looking up at your window, the sky above was starting to darken, a shadow moving over the earth.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that night, I stood still, watching your shadow pace back and forth in front of the window. Every few steps, your arm moved up to your face—wiping away tears. Out here, my own face and neck burned, even in the cool, calm air. My throat closed in on itself, around all the words I wished I’d said to you instead. 
But this time was different. I knew it was too late. 
So eventually, I sucked in a breath, the air sharp against my lungs. I held it for a moment, then let it go. And then I turned and let you go, too. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I didn’t slow as I reached the building, just ran into the wall as I began hammering the doorbell. The blood rushing past my ears and my heartbeat thudding in my chest nearly drowned out the noise as it unlocked, but then the door swung open, and I tumbled up the steps to your flat. I pounded on your door, nearly collapsing when it swung open in front of me.
And then you were standing there. Your eyes met mine, swirling with so many emotions, and I was sure mine reflected the same back at you. I opened my mouth, and the ghost of your name prickled in my throat, stinging up into my eyes and making it hard to swallow. 
You turned away, back into your living room, the door still ajar. I followed you in, frowning, until I saw you gathering your things into a bag. I peeked at it as you disappeared into your bedroom—at the belongings you were trying to save. And then I understood. 
These weren’t essentials. They were memories: the blanket your grandmother knitted you as a child, the good luck charm you’d kept on the corner of your desk, a book of the letters your parents had sent you in the year after you moved out to live on your own. And at the top of the pile was a framed photo. Of us. 
Finally, I found my voice. I said your name, and I heard your shuffling from the other room stop. A moment later, you stood in the doorway, looking into the living room at me. You were crying again, only this time, you moved toward me, collapsing against my chest. I held you close, as tightly as I could, as if I could mold your body to mine. And suddenly I was crying too. 

      [image: image-placeholder]We’re too late to run—we both know it. I don’t know if it would make a difference if we did. The shadow outside has grown larger, darkening the sky like that eclipse we watched together so many years ago, paper glasses pressed to our eyes. 
I don’t know how long we stay like this, either, but time no longer exists for me. As the end of the world catapults toward us, suddenly all the words we left unsaid that night don’t need to be said anymore. I simply hold you, for seconds or maybe hours, breathing in your scent, feeling your heart thumping in time with mine. Nothing matters anymore except you. 
In the moments before it stops, everything is right with the world. 
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  Artificial


The air in here was musty. Stale. There wasn’t a speck of dust in sight, yet the smell of it permeated the air—enough that I twitched my nose, warding off a sneeze. I paused for a moment, waiting as the sensation built up in my chest and my face twisted into a grimace in anticipation. 
The sneeze never came. 
I sighed, scratched at the stubble on my chin, and kept walking. 
I made my way to the wall on the left, coming upon my first painting of the day. The gilt frame around it stretched just out of my reach in every direction, showing its age in the tarnish and dirt worn into the intricate grooves. I had to squat to read the neat print on the small white placard underneath it. Helping Hands. I took a step back to admire the canvas.
Calling it a canvas might’ve been a misnomer. “Painting” probably was, too, for that matter. The space for the physical artwork had long ago been replaced with a high-definition screen, its colors just slightly too vivid under the room’s bright lights. Between the screen’s glow and the fluorescent bulbs, there was no need for the gallery lights that still hung above the frame. But my attention had years ago moved beyond the color of the screen, and the picture lights that had been switched off, and the antique frame that surrounded it. 
Today, I focused on the strange amalgamation of too-smooth shapes and skin tones melding together in the image in front of me. At a glance, it sort of looked like people clasping hands, arms reaching from one edge of the frame to grasp those on the other side. But their fingers seemed to form together or lengthen as they outstretched. A child’s hand became that of an adult where another arm crossed in front of it. Lines within the image blurred into nothing and came from nowhere, and smaller details—fingernails, the bones and knuckles beneath the skin, the freckles and veins and the wrinkles in people’s palms—were missing or just . . . wrong. The more I stared, the more I noticed, and the less like hands they looked at all. 
I moved to the next painting. 
The second display was in a similar frame as the first, with a card that read The Secret Garden. A green expanse reached toward the sky from behind an iron trellis, vines and leaves weaving through one another. Colorful blooms peeked out from between the stems in all different shapes and shades. Then I spotted one collection of blush-colored petals that grew from the dinner-plate-sized leaf of a tropical plant. A tangle of ivy encircled the plants and the trellis, until it turned into one of the iron bars itself. It was hard to tell where one plant started and another began, and as I studied the screen, I started to wonder whether it wasn’t all somehow the same plant, with
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