

[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication

For my birthday twin,

we miss you.





Epigraph

“When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”

—SIR ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE
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Dear Reader,

If you are reading this, then chances are that our world has ended. I don’t know what that makes you. A survivor? Or an alien from another planet, coming to pick through what’s left of Earth the way raccoons dig through the trash looking for leftovers? It doesn’t really matter who you are. All that matters is that you’ve found this. All that matters is that you now know we existed.

My name is Kemi Carter, and I’m a scientist. You are probably picturing me now in a white lab coat and goggles, playing with bubbling green solutions in beakers and test tubes, but that’s not the kind of scientist I am. For one thing, I’m eleven. The other thing is that there are many different ways to be a scientist. The only requirement is to practice science, and that means gathering information and trying to know more about the world.

My favorite type of science is the science of probability. Probability is pretty great because it tells you how likely something is to happen or not happen. It is a way of predicting the world.

For example, now that you’ve found this book, the probability that you will read it all the way to the end is 0.5 or 50 percent. That means you have equal chance of reading it or not reading it.

I hope you read all the way to the end because I want you to know everything about how the world ended for us.

I want you to know about our final days. Our last hellos, last I love yous, last goodbyes.

Please don’t forget about us.

For your scientific records, I’m going to tell you how it all ends.




    
        Part I
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How the Sun Burned Out

WE FIRST NOTICED THE ASTEROID BECAUSE MY LITTLE sister, Lo, kept trying to eat it.

It was a Sunday morning in April, and the three of us—me, Mom, and Dad—were sitting at the dining table, discussing a news story Dad was reading on his tablet.

“. . . the officers spent three hours trying to coax the cat down.”

Sundays were the best days because there was no school. I liked school, but I liked being home too. Plus, ever since Dad changed jobs, we all sat down for breakfast together. Dad made pancakes, and Mom and I set the table.

We had the television low in the background as we ate, and Lo wriggled off Mom’s lap, babbling and pointing at the screen. Mom let her hands rest on her round belly, like she sometimes did to include Baby Z in all the stuff we were doing. Dad was talking around a bite of blueberry pancake when Lo started yelling, “Nommy! Nommy!” Which was what she said when she wanted to eat something.

Months ago, when Lo first started saying that, Mom thought she was calling her—Mommy, Mommy—and me and Dad didn’t have the heart to tell her the truth, but pretty soon it was obvious that Nommy was just stuff she wanted to put in her mouth. Which was everything.

“NOMMY! NOMMY!” Lo kept shouting.

Mom looked over her shoulder and firmly said, “No, we don’t eat the TV, Lo.”

We said some variation of that sentence more than twenty times a day.

“No, we don’t eat that vase, Lo.”

“No, we don’t eat the wall, Lo.”

“No, we don’t eat your sister, Lo.”

“No, we don’t eat our shoes, Lo.”

To be honest, this never worked very well, but this morning, it wasn’t working at all.

“Cirque du Soleil is in town next month!” Dad said as he read through the Arts part of the online newspaper.

“NOMMY! NOMMY!”

“I took your mother to that before we got married, Grit,” Dad told me, using his nickname for me.

“Lo, I said we don’t eat the TV,” Mom said.

“NOMMY!”

“You might like that,” Dad continued.

“NOMMY! NOMMY!”

“We could all go,” I said loudly, so I could be heard over Lo.

“NOMMY!”

“Or the three of us, anyway,” I added when the image of Mom shouting Lo, we don’t eat the Cirque du Soleil dancers! popped into my mind.

It had been a while since we had done anything just the three of us. It felt strange to think that for ten whole years it had been just me, Mom, and Dad, and now it would never be that way again. In just a few months, there would be me and Lo and Baby Z and Mom and Dad. We were like a number pattern where the numbers kept getting bigger and bigger. 1 1 2 3 5 8 . . .

Lots of things had changed in the seventeen months since Lola had been born. Some of them were tiny, like us having to move the vases Mom made higher up on the shelves so Lo couldn’t get to them. Others were bigger, like us moving to Pineview, the “nice” part of Elderton, and our new house never being as quiet as our old one used to be.

“NOOOMMMY!”

Sighing, Dad put his fork down, stood, and walked over to where my little sister was standing. “Want some pancakes, Lo? Yeah, you do.”

“No, we don’t eat the tele—” As Dad picked her up, his voice stopped abruptly.

“Bim?” He said Mom’s name like he was a little bit breathless, like something had knocked the wind right out of him.

Whatever it was in his voice, it made me and Mom both drop our forks and hurry over to where he and Lo were standing in the middle of the living room.

Dad was staring at the television, eyes wide, and as we all faced the screen, it became clear that Lo hadn’t been trying to eat the television; she’d been trying to eat the glittering purple circle on our screen.

She’d been trying to eat a planet.

“What’s going on?” Mom asked even as a banner of headlines scrolled across the screen.

BREAKING NEWS: MASSIVE ASTEROID ALTERS PATH, NOW ON COURSE TO MEET EARTH!!!

NASA RELEASES STATEMENT: “DO NOT PANIC! PRESS CONFERENCE TO BE HELD IN THIRTY MINUTES!”

It kept rolling out onto the screen, a never-ending treadmill of words that made my heart thump hard in my chest as I stared at them.

“Oh no,” Mom said, her voice just as breathless as Dad’s.

A sudden chill entered the room. It was a Narnia cold, the kind of cold that makes your bones ache, and I shivered. The front door creaked like it had been left open, and I wondered if that was the reason for the cold.

We had learned about asteroids in Science last year, so I knew that an asteroid was a minor planet, but that was all I could remember about them. I wanted to grab Mom’s laptop, curl up on my bed, and find out everything I possibly could about asteroids, but I couldn’t look away from the television. My parents couldn’t seem to look away either. Dad wrapped his arm around Mom like he wanted to keep her warm, and she put a hand on his chest.

There was now a split-screen on the television, with a journalist interviewing a scientist on the left side and the purple ball—the asteroid—on the other. They were calling it AMPLUS-68.

A short man with twin tufts of white hair sprouting out of his ears pushed a pair of wiry glasses up his nose. His voice was very serious when he spoke.

“Amplus,” he said, “has a 84.7 percent chance of hitting us.”

“Eighty-four point seven,” I repeated under my breath as the ground felt wobbly beneath my feet.

I’m pretty good at math, you see. 84.7 percent meant that the asteroid had much more chance of hitting us than it did of missing us.

When Mrs. Wallace had taught us about asteroids, I hadn’t really considered the possibility of one colliding with us. It was kind of the way I hadn’t paid too much attention to our lesson on Tasmanian devils because I knew they were only in Australia.

Asteroids were supposed to be in space, far away from us.

Only this one wasn’t.

“Thousands of asteroids whiz past us every year and nothing ever happens,” said the president of NASA from the left side of the screen. On the right, the planet held steady. “But two hours ago, AMPLUS-68 collided with another asteroid, and then its path changed. We don’t have all the facts—where it may hit, how hard it might hit—and until we do, I urge everyone to stay calm.”

I did not feel even a little bit calm. I felt dizzy and pukey, like that one time I went on the Big Wheel right after eating two hot dogs at Six Flags. What would it mean for an asteroid to hit us? Would it feel like an earthquake, the whole world quivering underneath us? Or would it be an explosion, one great big BANG before everything went black?

And would it happen today? Tomorrow? In a year?

The thought was too big to wrap my mind around.

“I’m calling Jeremiah,” Dad said, reaching for the phone in his pocket.

Jeremiah Woods was Dad’s best friend and also the world’s leading expert on everything. If there was a new song on the radio, he knew who it was by. If you didn’t know how to pronounce a word, he knew both how to say it and where it was from.

I wanted to know what Jeremiah had to say, but I could only hear Dad’s side of the conversation.

“Hi, Jere,” Dad said into the phone. “How bad is it?”

As Jeremiah talked, my parents exchanged a glance, talking with their eyes like they sometimes did.

I knew then: it was bad news.

The worst news.

The asteroid was going to wipe us out.





Ways the World Could End

I COULDN’T STOP WATCHING DAD’S REACTION TO EVERYTHING Uncle Jere must have been saying. Dad’s face was serious and sad, and sometimes he nodded like he’d forgotten Uncle Jere couldn’t see him.

“Kemi,” Mom said, taking my attention away from Dad’s phone call. “You’re shaking.”

I looked down at my arms and saw that they were covered in goose bumps.

“It’s so cold,” I said, and my voice was hoarse the way it sometimes got when I’d gone hours without speaking.

“Why don’t you put on a sweater?” Mom suggested, a little distracted because she was also trying to listen to Dad and Uncle Jere’s conversation.

Instead of going upstairs, I went to the coat closet and pulled on my puffy winter jacket. Then I shut the front door and went back to the living room. I didn’t want to miss anything that happened next.

“Mom,” I said when I came back.

Mom tore her gaze from Dad and looked at me. She was biting her lower lip like she did when she was upset about something.

“84.7 percent is a lot,” I said, because as freezing as it had suddenly become, it wasn’t just the cold that was making me shiver. There was an asteroid hurtling toward our planet, and I was so, so scared.

I wanted my mother to tell me I had it wrong, that actually 84.7 percent did not mean what I thought it did, but she didn’t. Her voice was full of so much sadness and all she said was, “I know.”

For one second, I wished I were small, that I could be like Lo, who was running around the living room with no worries in the world except what she could eat next. But actually, maybe small wasn’t the best thing to be during a collision of planets. Would Baby Z be born before the asteroid hit? Mom was only five months pregnant, which meant the world would have to last another four months at least, if we were ever going to meet the baby. We didn’t even know if we had four hours.

Mom had to be thinking the same thing, with the way she kept her hand pressed to her tummy.

Dad was still on the phone when the doorbell rang and a voice I recognized called into the house. “Bim?”

It was Mrs. Sorensen from next door, and she was already entering our living room.

“Oh my dears! The asteroid!” she said. “Isn’t it terrible? It’s just terrible.”

Mrs. Sorensen was one of our nice neighbors, not one of the ones who muttered under their breath when they saw us or crossed the street entirely. It wasn’t everyone in Elderton who was mean, but our neighborhood—Pineview—was full of people who disliked us on sight. But not Mrs. Sorensen, with her short silver hair, who was always bringing us muffins and brownies chock-full of M&M’s. I loved when she visited, but Mom didn’t because Mrs. Sorensen liked to ring the doorbell once and walk right in.

One time, Mom was in pajamas, had her hair in rollers, and was getting ready for her job teaching art at the community college when Mrs. Sorensen walked in. Another time, Lo had had a poopsplosion and the entire house was a mess.

But this time Mom seemed happy to see her.

“Mrs. Sorensen,” Mom said, her voice choked like she was holding back tears. “Can you watch Lola and Kemi?”

“Where are you going?” I asked. My voice was panicked and small, and I felt silly for it, but I didn’t want to be anywhere without my parents. What if the world ended while they were gone?

“Be right back,” Mom said. Just before she kissed my forehead, Mom looked me in the eye and said, “I love you more than pastel colors.”

Love You More was this game me and Mom and Dad played, and because Mom really loved pastels, I knew exactly what she was saying: she loved me a huge amount.

“Equal signs,” I said, and there was a giant frog in my throat.

I love you more than equal signs.

“Is it Zoomer?” I asked Mom before she could turn away. Everyone in my family had been trying to guess Baby Z’s name since we knew Mom was pregnant with a girl. Mom and Dad had picked out a name that started with Z, but they wouldn’t tell us what. I didn’t really think my parents would name a baby Zoomer, but I wanted to erase the line of worry that had popped up right in the middle of Mom’s forehead. That line was the difference between things being OK and not OK. If I could make that line go away, maybe the asteroid could disappear too. Maybe everything could go back to the way it had been just minutes ago.

“Zoomer?” Mom repeated, with a slight smile on her face. But the line stayed put. “Not a chance.”

Mom picked Lo up from the ground and handed my sister Blue, a grayish-blue dolphin that was Lo’s favorite stuffie.

Dad was still on the phone, but he looked over his shoulder at me and winked.

It was an everything is going to be okay wink, a see you soon, Grit type of wink, and it made me feel a little bit better. Mom and I had things we shared like a love of books and research, but with Dad, it felt like we shared everything else. The same laugh. The same favorite TV show (a renovation show called Rush It or Crush It). The same way of feeling such big emotions that sometimes we drowned in them. I could roll my tongue like Dad could, and just like him, I couldn’t hear a song I loved and not dance to it.

Now before I knew it, Lo and I were being shuttled out the door. I only just had time to grab my favorite notebook, the one with the penguin family on the cover, from the dining table before Mrs. Sorensen led us across the grass and up the driveway into her house.

Mrs. Sorensen’s house was super warm, and I had to peel off my winter coat as soon as I got into her living room. Her house had thousands of little decorations all around it, the kind you find in gift shops at places like Disney World. Trinkets and mugs and trophies.

Mrs. Sorensen kept the TV on, watching news of the asteroid and holding Lo on her hip, while also dialing a number on her ancient house phone. Soon, she was speaking in an urgent tone to the person on the other side.

“Can you imagine? I can’t even imagine,” she whispered. Mrs. Sorensen was always answering her own questions, which I guess made sense because how could you know what you thought about stuff if you never asked yourself?

I stayed by the window, looking up and searching behind the clouds for AMPLUS-68, but there was no sign of it. Not even a spot in the sky. Outside, I saw Mom’s car start to pull out of the driveway. I raised my hand, but she didn’t see me, and the worried, pukey feeling came back.

How long did we have until the end of the world?

I knew I wouldn’t feel better until I did some research, until I had some answers. Because sometimes the not-knowing made my skin feel like a Halloween costume that was too small for me. Like I was bursting out of myself, and only finding the right answer made me feel like me again.

“Mrs. Sorensen,” I said in my most polite voice. “Do you mind if I use your computer?”

Mrs. Sorensen looked over at me, eyes big, like she had forgotten I was even here.

“Sure, honey. Of course I don’t mind,” she said, pointing me in the direction of the old laptop in the corner of the living room. Mrs. Sorensen was now sitting on the couch, talking to her friend still, and using Blue the dolphin to bop Lo on the nose over and over again. Lo kept giggling and trying to grab her stuffie.

When I sat down and turned on the computer, I opened up my notebook, grabbed a pencil, and started my research. The first thing I looked up was “asteroids,” and I wrote down the most important things I could find.


	An asteroid is a minor planet

	Most asteroids are in a belt

	Some asteroids have their own moons

	This asteroid is called AMPLUS-68 because of its massive size

	It has 84.7 percent chance of hitting Earth

	Which means only 15.3 percent chance it won’t hit Earth



None of those facts answered the questions that felt so big and stretchy in my mind. Sometimes when you’re doing scientific research and aren’t specific enough, you don’t find the puzzle-piece answer—a fact that answers your question exactly right, like a puzzle piece fitting in place.

I searched “What does the end of the world feel like?”

That was the biggest question mark of all. There didn’t seem to be one puzzle-piece answer that fit just right, so I did what any good scientist does.

I gathered even more scientific facts about asteroids and came up with theories about what this meant for the end of the world.

FACT 1: The larger an asteroid and the closer it gets to Earth, the brighter the asteroid will look.

THIS MEANS: When the world ends, you see a blinding white light, possibly brighter than the sun.

FACT 2: Near-Earth objects entering the atmosphere can make a whizzing sound, a stormy sound, or no sound at all.

THIS MEANS: The end of the world might sound like a whoosh, like a thunderclap, or like a peaceful silence.

FACT 3: Past asteroids have made the Earth get hotter.

THIS MEANS: When the world ends, you might get a warm feeling, like being wrapped in a burrito hug.

FACT 4: The law of the conservation of energy says matter can change from one form to another, but it can never be created or destroyed.

THIS MEANS: The end of anything (even the world, even us) is just a change. Kind of like water turning to ice or rearranging furniture. We just become something different.

THIS MEANS: We don’t have to be afraid.





We Could Be Dust

BEFORE I LOGGED OFF MRS. SORENSEN’S COMPUTER, I checked my email and saw I had a new message from my best friend, Dia. Dia’s actual name was Diana, but even her moms weren’t allowed to call her that. Dia could be the name of a fashion brand, a logo on the tag of a fancy shirt. “No fashion designer is named boring old Diana,” Dia always told me.

We’d been best friends since I started school at Pineview Elementary a year and a half ago, but Dia thought I was stuck in the past because I didn’t have a cell phone like most kids in our grade. When I’d asked for one, Mom had said, “You have forever to own a cell phone, but you only have a few years to be a kid.”

From: designedbydia@email.com

To: kemi.carter@email.com

Subject: I CAN’T BELIEVE IT I’M SHAKING ARE YOU OK

Dia always wrote her entire message in the subject of the email. Mostly because she said email was “super ancient” and she claimed not to know how to use it. Also, because she wrote in all caps, Dia always seemed to be yelling.

From: kemi.carter@email.com

To: designedbydia@email.com

Subject: Re: I CAN’T BELIEVE IT I’M SHAKING ARE YOU OK

Hey Dia,

I’m OK. I’ve been doing research and actually the end of the world isn’t so scary. We should think of it as the start of new things. For Baby Z, it’s going to be new things on top of more new things. I can’t stop wondering what I’ll be next, like after the world explodes. Another human? (Probably not.) An insect? Since there are ten quintillion (10,000,000,000,000,000,000) insects in the world, the probability we’ll become some sort of bug is pretty high, right?

Love,

Kemi

I sent the email to Dia, and only had to wait a few minutes for her response.

From: designedbydia@email.com

To: kemi.carter@email.com

Subject: WHAT DO YOU MEAN BECOME A BUG I LIKE MY SKIN

I wrote back.

From: kemi.carter@email.com

To: designedbydia@email.com

Subject: Re: WHAT DO YOU MEAN BECOME A BUG I LIKE MY SKIN

Bugs have skin! Well, they have an exoskeleton. But if you don’t want to be an insect, maybe we could be stars? I read that real actual stars in space are made up of the exact same elements as humans, and since everything is recycled, we could become anything at all in the universe. What do you want to be?

While I waited for Dia’s response, I looked up how many stars there were in the universe. It turned out scientists weren’t exactly sure, but they estimated about three hundred billion. I figured the probability of us becoming stars was pretty high (because there were so many stars), but it was less than the probability of us becoming insects.

I imagined being a star: twinkling and bright and beautiful, lost in space. Alive in a different type of way.

Since Dia was taking forever, I thought maybe she didn’t like the idea of being stars either, so I thought of other things there were a lot of in the universe, things we had a high probability of becoming.

From: kemi.carter@email.com

To: designedbydia@email.com

Subject: Re: WHAT DO YOU MEAN BECOME A BUG I LIKE MY SKIN

We could be dust. Or rain drops.

We could be anything.

I kept thinking about the different possibilities, and their different probabilities, and I made a list ranking both.

For example, because Google said there were three trillion trees in the world, I knew the probability of being a tree was higher than the probability of being a star, but lower than the probability of being an insect.

By the time I finished making my list, Dia had written back.

From: designedbydia@email.com

To: kemi.carter@email.com

Subject: THE ONLY WAY I’M BECOMING AN INSECT IS IF I STILL GET TO WEAR MY SOUND OF MUSIC DRESS

From: designedbydia@email.com

To: kemi.carter@email.com

Subject: OOH MAYBE I CAN MAKE US FASHIONABLE EXOSKELETONS





LIST OF THINGS ME AND DIA COULD BECOME AFTER THE END OF THE WORLD (RANKED FROM MOST LIKELY TO LEAST LIKELY)

Water molecules

Dust

Insects

Trees

Stars

Birds

Shoes

Humans

TVs

Dogs





Zero Is an Even Number

MY PENGUIN NOTEBOOK WAS MY FAVORITE PLACE TO hide. I knew it was a book and technically not a place, but whenever the world felt too big, I flipped through its pages and tucked myself into the words that I’d scribbled in there. After emailing Dia, I’d spent the last hour imagining the possibilities of becoming anything at all in the universe, and the world felt impossibly big. I made it smaller by looking through my notebook.

As Mrs. Sorensen watched Lo in her living room, still whispering on the phone, I focused on the words I’d written in my book on Friday.

Today in math class, Mr. Gracen said that zero is an even number.

I ran my finger over the words as I thought about them. After Mr. Gracen had explained it, I understood that zero was even because it was before one, which was an odd number. But before Friday, I had always just assumed zero was neither odd nor even because it was a special case. An anomaly.

All the other numbers represented something, but zero was the absence of something.

Did the absence of something still mean something?

I was flipping through my notebook when there was a knock at Mrs. Sorensen’s front door.

“Could you get that, Kemi?” Mrs. Sorensen asked, and I jumped up and walked over to the door.

Before the door was even fully open, someone was gasping and pulling me to their bosom. Like always, the smell of my aunt’s thick perfume overwhelmed me. It was supposed to make her smell like roses, she had once told me, which made me wonder why people can’t just smell like people.

Mom’s sister, my aunt Miriam, was what everyone in our family called Too Much.

She wept at the drop of a hat, had loud passionate arguments with anyone who would listen, and was regularly overcome by the Holy Ghost at Easter services. Then there was the perfume and the hugging. The squeezing tight, hold-on-till-you-can’t-breathe hugs.

That day when she came to Mrs. Sorensen’s house, she really wouldn’t let go.

“Um, hi, Aunty,” I said, carefully untangling myself from the world’s longest hug.

Aunt Miriam’s eyes were red when she stepped back.

“I can’t believe this. It’s just not right,” she said, and I knew my aunt was talking about the way the asteroid was going to change everything.

Aunt Miriam was a therapist, or as my cousins called her a “feelings doctor.” I guess because she had a lot of feelings herself, she liked helping other people with theirs. She had just opened her own clinic a month ago. Her and Mom had gone scouting for the perfect location before deciding on the spot in an office building next to Applebee’s downtown. A builder had come in, then she had chosen colors and had it painted. Aunt Miriam was so excited for the adventure of having her own clinic, but the asteroid meant she would have a different adventure than she had planned. We all would.

My chest felt heavy and tight.

I thought of Dad, who quit his job in January to Find His Passion, but now with the world ending, he might not get to do that.

Before this year, Dad used to work all the time. He’d come home late, he was always in dark suits, and he never took me to school or picked me up. Even on the weekends, he’d have to “pop into the office.” But one day, he came home with his tie loose and no jacket and said he wanted “more from life.”

I thought of myself too and how I was never going to grow up to be a scientist.

I was going to become something entirely different. Dust or a flower or a panda bear.

The thought made me giggle, and then it made me sad.

In just one second, the universe as I knew it had blown up.

Soon, it would literally all be blown up.

“Grab your things, Kemi,” Aunt Miriam said. “You and Lo are coming to my house for the next few days. I think all of us should be together right now.”

I wasn’t surprised by this because our family always came together for big events. Like the time when Lo was born or when Uncle Steve’s orchestra performed for a sold-out crowd in Ann Arbor. Then
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