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	1

	On the last day, I went for a skydive. I’d been jumping for almost a year and was in love with the sport for all the reasons you might expect. There was the rush of adrenaline and the camaraderie with like-minded thrill-seekers—but most of all there was an escape from routine and some new self-awareness. I was somewhat surprised to realize that up to that point in my life I hadn’t been at all adventurous. My idea of high times had been to ask for layered butter on my popcorn at the movies.

	On this particular day I was an A license going on B license—still somewhat green. The group that I would jump with was new to me, eight urban cowboys up from Denver for a wedding. I tagged along, a solitary local who had finagled a spot among them because all the other times that week were booked.

	Our jump master, Amelia, was guiding this group for the first time, so she was deliberate with her safety instructions before herding us onto the plane. Once we were all seated along the fuselage walls I was the closest person to the open door, the first jumper. This was good. There was something special about the sky when there was no one between me and the ground.

	On the bench across from me sat a burly, moonfaced man who twice earlier had interrupted Amelia’s safety lecture with off-color quips about the intelligence of the people up here in Montana. On the ground, this man had paid no attention to me. Up in the air, he held onto the safety rope with one hand and screamed at me over the whine of the Cessna’s engine.

	“Amelia says you’re a writer!”

	“That’s right!” I shouted back.

	“You get rich off of that?” he asked.

	I laughed and shook my head. “I have a patron.” He scrunched his nose, needed an explanation, so I said, “My wife. Patron and muse.”

	His questioning eyes told me he still didn’t get it.

	“I’m the opposite of rich,” I said. “In fact, when I started writing, I didn’t sell anything or make any money for more than two years.”

	He looked past me out the open door, seemed to be roughly gauging our altitude.

	“Two years of nothing?”

	“That’s right,” I told him.

	“But you’re making up for that now, right? I mean, you’re still doing it.”

	“My wife out-earns me three to one,” I told him.

	He laughed and slapped his knee. “No kidding?”

	“No kidding.”

	I noticed his chest strap was loose. If he jumped with it like that, when the canopy deployed his sternum would end up in his throat.

	“You have kids?” he pressed on.

	A voice from somewhere down the line hollered, “Leave him alone, Buck.”

	“I’m not hurting anyone,” Buck said. Then he asked me, “Am I hurting you, guy?”

	“We’re good,” I said.

	“See, he’s good. Everyone’s good.” He smiled at me. “So do you?”

	“Have kids? I have a four-year-old son.”

	“So while Wifey’s out bringing home the bacon, you’re picking up Junior at preschool?”

	“It’s one of the best parts of my day,” I told him.

	He squinted as if maybe I was needling him. I wasn’t. The preschool pickups were organized chaos and unvarnished joy. I knew that in my golden years I would look back on them with fondness.

	Buck undid his seatbelt and leaned forward. He motioned for me to do the same so we could share a word in confidence—just him and me.

	I leaned in. Our helmets almost touched.

	Buck shouted so everyone could hear, “You sound like a Democrat! I thought everyone in this state was Republican!”

	The woman to his right hollered to me, “If you ignore him, sooner or later he’ll tire himself out!”

	I reached out and snugged up Buck’s too-loose chest strap. He took this as an invasion of his personal space and slapped my hands away.

	“Don’t you ever touch me, okay?”

	Our pilot, Danny, hit a button on the dash and said something into his mic. He was linked to Amelia’s headset. Amelia now shouted to all the divers, “We’re nearing the drop zone, people!”

	Buck forgot about me and I forgot about Buck. We undid our seat belts, rolled our necks, went through pre-jump checks. A few of the Denver jumpers exchanged high fives. When I looked back at Buck, I detected sourness in his hard-set features, so I initiated a high five and after a moment of doubt he slapped my hand and everything was cool. Then we all fell silent, all watched the red lights lining the fuselage ceiling. Before every jump, this was a moment heavy with expectation, with a stillness despite the shaking of the plane and the groan of the wind. Time stretched out.

	The line of red lights blinked off and the green lights flashed on.

	I pulled my goggles down over my eyes, edged off the bench, and spilled out into the open sky.

	•          •          •

	When you’re knifing through the air at 115 miles per hour you don’t have to work hard to find excitement. Despite this, I always put just a little too much effort into my dives. I was determined to achieve rapture, the glorious wind on my face, the freedom of my soul, that kind of stuff. On this dive there was even a notion to turn my controlled freefall into a trippy nosedive—maybe squeeze just one more ounce of juice from the drop.

	But while I strained toward euphoria the jump plane dove in front of me not far in the distance. It was pointed straight at the ground as if pilot Danny wanted to crash in the most geometrically efficient way possible. This did not make sense, not as an occurring event. It had to be a glitch of the mind, an adrenaline-fueled flash of recall from some novel I’d read or a movie I’d seen (dives did sometimes trigger crazy thoughts). Calmer heads would prevail and the ugly vision would blip away.

	But it persisted. The Cessna screamed toward the ground. It took me a long while to sculpt a coherent thought:

	Where are the Denver jumpers?

	They were all still inside the plane.

	I panicked, slapped at my pack, couldn’t find the hackey to deploy the canopy. I pawed at my chest, gripped the main-canopy cutaway, came close to pulling it, but managed enough presence of mind not to. After more clutching and grasping, my hands found the right ball and I braced for the tear and felt the grab.

	The average jump took four minutes once the tent was out. I told myself to swoop, to get to the ground as fast as possible, but the body wouldn’t do what the mind commanded; a period of stunned suspension ensued, with me drifting, peering down at a ribbon of prairie highway where two cars crashed head-on into each other and other cars slowed and veered into the ditches as if a universal power switch had been flicked off. A half mile south of the road, a gas plant erupted in flames.

	A short time after these things, the sewage plant on the edge of town leaked smoke and my jump plane disappeared into an earthy-black plume of Montana soil. There was no explosion from the impact, no flames. The plane simply crumpled in on itself as if Danny wanted to leave scant evidence it had ever existed.

	All this destruction was accompanied by the peaceful acoustics of my billowing canopy, a rhythmic popping and slapping that had once signified control over deadly forces. Until this moment, it had been one of my favorite sounds.

	•          •          •

	I landed hard in a wheat field. If a knee was wrenched or an ankle twisted, the adrenaline overrode it. I clambered out of the harness, tore off my helmet and dug my cellphone out of my jumpsuit pocket. Calling 911 produced a busy signal, so I tried Ronnie, my wife, but the call wouldn’t go through. Same with calls to her office’s land line and to the dive office at the Great Falls airport. The phone screen showed one Verizon network bar—and then it showed none at all.

	I stuffed the phone back into my pocket and thought about Buck and Amelia while I sprinted through the young wheat toward the parked cars in the drop zone. I had planned to ride back to the airport with Amelia, so I had no keys for any of the vehicles. This fact did not arrive immediately (no clear thoughts did), but when I grasped that I was stranded out here, I altered my course and ran toward the nearest farmhouse, which was far away through the field, a good half mile off.

	Soon my lungs burned and my legs ached, but the pain was peripheral, cloaked by other, more significant things. A single thought played on a loop in my mind as I bounded through the knee-high crop:

	This isn’t what it looks like. It can’t be happening.

	For a moment, from the vantage point of the farmhouse’s front lawn, maybe I was right, because the scene looked normal: a sturdy clapboard house, a hammock strung between two poplars, a tricycle straddling porch steps. But as I climbed those steps, I saw a woman on her back close to the porch swing. She was maybe thirty years old, dressed in faded yard-work denim. She stared up at me with wide, unblinking eyes. A part of me sensed she could see me. There was an urge to look away from her, to distance myself—but a stronger need to stare more closely, as if something in those eyes might explain what was happening. I stood there gawking for what might have been minutes, until the sound of an approaching vehicle wrestled my attention away.

	A solitary truck crawled toward me through the wheat. I crossed to the end of the porch to get a better angle on it. Through the windshield, the driver sat slumped over the steering wheel, his ball cap slightly askew and his face buried in the crook of his flannel-clad arm. His truck described a slow, steady arc through the crop as if it had its own will independent of human guidance. Unless something disturbed it, it would repeat its circular course until it ran out of gas.

	I tore open the farmhouse’s screen door and shouted something panicked and jumbled. This was met with silence, which in turn was broken seconds later by the distant rumble of a faraway explosion. The home phone, a terrestrial line, sat on a counter in the kitchen, but when I dialed 911 the result was a busy signal—and on my second try there was no signal at all, only a dial tone that soon gave way to a depthless, echoing silence that produced in me a sense of falling through space. This was too much to process. I stood there staring at the phone, couldn’t choose a course of action. At some point, I dropped the phone on the counter and lurched around the house looking for still-alive occupants.

	In the master bedroom, a woman lay on her stomach on the carpet, hands at her sides. She hadn’t tried to break her fall and she wore the same expression as the woman on the porch, as if she had not been particularly bothered by her own death.

	In the basement, a spindly teen in a gaming chair sat draped over his computer keyboard. I looked at his face only briefly, and he came across as incongruently bored. On the computer screen: a military shoot-em-up game with the rudderless POV soldier bumping repeatedly against a bullet-pocked Middle Eastern wall. Like the circling truck outside, the bumping would continue for as long as the power source did.

	Which was for roughly four more seconds. With a silent blip, the screen died and the light in the room died with it. The windows were yellow slivers behind black-out drapes, so I felt my way along the wall to the stairs, then climbed up to daylight, to the kitchen, where I tried another light switch, then opened the fridge and saw no light on inside and heard no compressor hum. There was a cell phone on the dining room table. Maybe it was on a still-functioning network. But when I checked the screen, it showed no bars. I checked my own phone again—same thing. I put the phone back in my pocket and stood there a long, muddled time, again unable to move or do anything. In retrospect, there was something very obvious to do: find a vehicle, speed into town, check on my wife, Ronnie, at her office, and on our little boy, Evan, who was in preschool. But logic was gone; everything spun.

	An explosion ended the confusion. The blast took a small chunk out of the day—maybe a minute, maybe more. When conscious thought returned, I was on the dining-room floor with a burning face and ringing ears. Shattered window glass lay sprinkled all around me.

	I pulled myself to my feet and staggered through the kitchen and out to the yard. The barn was ablaze. Just outside it, what once had been a fuel tank was now a jagged metal art installation. And more explosions sounded on the horizon, distant popcorn pops that arrived with a diffuse faintness that produced no smoke high enough for me to see. I looked all around the prairie, saw no other houses. The wheat waved gently in the breeze. The woman on the porch still looked okay with the fact she was dead.

	Something trickled down my neck. I felt around my face and pulled a shard of window glass out of my left cheek. This made the blood come faster. I pressed at the wound with my fingers, but the stream kept coming, so I lurched back into the house, to the bathroom. In the medicine cabinet, I found a medical kit with iodine and butterfly bandages. Despite my shaking hands, I squeezed the edges of the gash together, pressed on two faux stitches, and spent a moment staring at myself in the mirror. The tears looked foreign. They weren’t me—or were distant elements of me, of little consequence. Tears were supposed to mean sorrow, but sorrow was absent, chased by shock, or by shock’s antonym, a type of understanding that was degrees worse.

	As I stood there, my mind flashed on a waking nightmare, a kind of fraught vision that superseded even the terror of the present: I saw my wife Ronnie and my son Evan leaning out of a twentieth-floor window of a skyscraper that climbed all the way to the clouds. They were trapped by a fire a few floors below, couldn’t take the stairs. They cried out for me to save them…

	I dashed outside. The farmer’s truck was no longer describing a circle in the wheat. It nudged up against a rut in the soil, a gentle, repetitive attempt at locomotion. I opened the door, reached around the dead farmer and put the vehicle in park. Then I pulled the farmer back in his seat and looked at his face: open, peaceful eyes, gray hair, sun-browned wrinkles. No twisted facial expression, no cadaver paleness or evident trauma. If there was a good way to die, this was it. I pulled him out of the truck and left him face up in his wheat—then put his vehicle in gear and drove toward my wife and son in Great Falls.
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	The montana prairie is vast and empty. The people there liked it that way, but I always wished the views were more substantial. This was because I was a snob. I thought unbroken wheat-field vistas were impressive only if you didn’t care what lay beyond them. Even worse, about the time of my freshman year at college I decided the admirers of those views, most of my fellow grasslanders in northern Montana, suffered from small-town small-mindedness, and it was my job in life, as a writer-to-be, to understand this fact and to be a kind of silent conscientious objector among them, a stealthy chronicler of their flaws and weaknesses.

	The plan was to use my superior understanding of my peeps for my own literary benefit, but I wouldn’t educate or edify my subjects because I knew how the math of the situation worked. They had tradition and numbers on their side. They had enviable energy and were doers, tilling the land, drinking whiskey and playing video slot machines in bars after football games. They worshipped the flag, distrusted big-city outsiders and proudly sent their sons and daughters off to fight in foreign wars. Their most striking quality was their unquestioned faith in themselves, which they wore with burnished pride, even if some of their sons and daughters didn’t return from those wars.

	“They” was a very big word for me—very convenient. The fact that I never challenged my fellow Montanans on their perceived faults—that I never provided an alternative that might lift them out of their sweeping heartland ignorance did not cost me any sleep. Activism had always struck me as a thing for other places, for east-coast Occupiers and rabid social justice warriors. This was the prairie, after all, land of ingrained stoicism. I was hardwired to bite my tongue and take a discreet approach.

	Still, by the time I finished college I honed a safe yet insidious method of registering protest: I tried to infect my fellow Montanans with a virus of moral integrity, a quietly insistent drip-drip of small, progressive deeds in a sea of parochialism. I proposed gay-themed plays to the local community theater group, gave to Amnesty International, bravely admitted in steak houses and farmers’ fields that I opposed increased funding for the military—and then went home and informed Ronnie (with a careful hint of humility) that I had made progress in my secret quest to win over a few—just a few—hardened hearts and minds. It never occurred to me that maybe my fellow Montanans were flawed not because they loved football and played video slot machines, but because I, writer and passer of judgment, needed them that way. Every hero needs someone or something to triumph over.

	So now, as I drove the dead farmer’s truck north toward Great Falls, the prairie was vast and unbroken, but for the first time ever that panoramic vista felt like a good thing, because all of its constituent elements appeared normal: the ochre wheat fields, the leaning pasture fences, the grain elevators. Even the clouds in the sky looked normal, bulky rolls of blacking mist that might or might not bloom into evening showers.

	That meant maybe Ronnie and Evan were okay. It had to mean that.

	I sped up a little and turned on the radio for reports from town. A deejay waxed poetic about Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band, and that made no sense. While falling from the plane, I had seen the sewage plant start to burn. From the farmer’s porch, I’d heard explosions off toward town. The music program should have been preempted by an emergency broadcast message or by a grave-sounding newscaster describing tragic developments. The programming had to be canned.

	I switched to NPR, which I knew was broadcast live. Dead air sounded. The local sports station, same thing. I checked my phone yet again, and again there was no signal. A farm was up ahead on the right. As I approached it nothing seemed amiss, so I leaned on the horn and prayed for a reaction while I told myself, I’m alive, so others are alive. Ronnie and Evan are waiting for me.

	But as I honked the horn and neared the farmhouse the front door didn’t open. No one inside pulled back a curtain or opened blinds to see who was making that racket out on the road. I stopped honking only when I saw the body in the yard, a man on his back still clutching a shovel. There was something languid about his supine posture, a kind of loose-jointedness that suggested he might yawn, stretch, climb to his feet, and dust himself off.

	But I knew he wouldn’t.

	They’re all gone.

	Then:

	No. Not everyone.

	If you’re here, others are here.

	There were no cats or dogs at the farm, not a single chicken. The nearby fields were all wheat crops, no pasture, so no livestock was in view. The smoke now climbing up on the horizon said Great Falls was about four miles away, but it felt more like four hundred miles. I sped up to eighty and told myself to stay calm, to get to Ronnie and Evan, don’t stop for anything on the way.

	Focus. Keep it together.

	Evan, my boy. He was four, but he told everyone he was five—the eagerness of childhood, the optimism of innocence.

	He’ll make it to five. He’s alive. Just get to him.

	But the people at the farmhouse. The Denver divers. Why hadn’t Buck leapt out of the plane right after me? Amelia had instructed us to keep small gaps.

	Try the phone again.

	No signal.

	Try Ronnie’s number anyway.

	Nothing.

	See if anyone’s alive in the cars in the ditch up ahead.

	All this was happening too fast. Maybe I was home asleep. This nightmare was a product of the subconscious. Too many Steven King novels.

	The truck clock said 12:46. I seemed to be getting no closer to town. I began hyperventilating, growing dizzy. Ronnie and Evan needed me, but here I was, literally about to knock myself out.

	Stop it. Calm down.

	Ty to think normal thoughts.

	On a normal day at this time, what would Ronnie be doing? Lunch would be over and she would be back at her desk putting together a balance sheet or a profit-and-loss statement. Evan would be tearing around his preschool, wreaking havoc before the kids were rounded up for their afternoon nap. He would be…

	This wasn’t working. Cars should have been fleeing the fires in town. This road, this secondary highway, was empty.

	I approached a car parked in a ditch. Something in the vehicle fluttered, a sign of life, a hand maybe, waving for help.

	The driver was alive.

	I sped past the car feeling a surge of hope for Ronnie and Evan.

	But what if the person or people in the car were in trouble? What if they needed help?

	I drove a few more seconds before hitting the brakes and turning the truck around. A half minute later, I stumbled through the ditch over knobby mounds of prairie grass to the driver-side doors.

	Up close, I saw a woman lying sideways in the driver-side seat, saw the crown of her head, chestnut hair streaked with gray. Her door refused to budge, so I ran around to the other side and tore open the passenger door.

	The woman stared at me straight on from this angle. There was no emotion in her features, not even a moment-of-death look of “Something wrong is happening.” I hoped for a second her lips would curl into a mischievous smile that said all this was some impossibly elaborate prank.

	You’re wasting time here.

	But I couldn’t tear myself away from her. I felt her forehead, found it cool to the touch. She must have died when the others died. I poked my head over the headrest. Nothing there, clean back seat. I pulled out of the car and began running back up the ditch. I slipped on some gravel and found myself vaulting backwards through space. The sensation was detached from the terrors of the moment, more dreamlike than real, a snatch of context-free time with a faint but somehow familiar sense of something terrible about to strike.

	Then there was nothing at all, an absence of the bombardment of the last eighty or ninety minutes.

	There was a complete and perfect void.
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	I had always been a vivid dreamer, had always had a strong faculty for remembering my dreams. I chalked this up to a robust imagination, which was something I relied on and felt proud of, because the imagination was the tool I used for making my living. Up until that last jump from the plane, I wrote a series of private-eye mystery novels. Like I’d told Buck, most of the books were far from bestsellers, but they did pay some bills and did allow me to evade the travails of the real-world workforce, with the low wages and limited options that tended to befall people like me who had no marketable skills.

	But right now the ability to dream wasn’t a blessing. It contained a chilling element of astral projection. I found myself floating above my own unconscious body, looking down on the out-cold me with an airy feeling of detachment. The me on the ground was blissfully at ease. Blood seeped from a spot over my left ear. A football-sized stone lay inches from my head, apparently the thing that had knocked me out.

	Odd how I could feel so calm while seeing myself like this. I might as well have been lazing in a deck chair or absently channel-surfing after a long day’s work.

	Wake up! You have to get to Ronnie and Evan!

	The unconscious me didn’t hear this.

	Stop wasting time!

	But screaming didn’t help. The absurdity of Dreamworld deepened. A team of riderless horses galloped across the prairie—or, rather, above it, their hooves not quite touching the grass. They looked majestic under the setting sun, all sinew and grace, like freedom itself—until I looked behind them and saw why they were running: they were escaping a rolling billow of fire tumbling out of the southern end of Great Falls.

	I panicked and started running after the horses, then stopped and looked back at my unconscious self in the grass.

	But the me in the grass was no longer there.

	Instead I saw Ronnie and Evan, flat on their backs just like I’d been, both losing blood from wounds over their left ears. But they weren’t unconscious, weren’t asleep or passed out. Ronnie and Evan were stock-still and ashen, very clearly dead.

	A cry gathered somewhere deep inside me and exploded with a force that blotted out the fires, the galloping horses and everything else.

	I have no way of knowing how long that cry went on.

	•          •          •

	Eventually there was a dream-free period before my mind inched back toward the waking world. This slow drift bled into an almost-lucid knowledge that I was leaving unconsciousness and should probably open my eyes. After that: a flighty lapse where I saw Ronnie stepping out of the shower, glistening and happy, and Evan tugging at my pant leg, asking to play Operation, and then I found myself blinking up at prairie darkness. The night looked serene, a blanket of distant suns, the brightness of constellations.

	And meteors—shooting stars—a Jackson Pollock array of them. I breathed easily, glad to be out of Dreamworld but not yet fully awake or reconnected to the facts of the present. I watched the meteors come three at a time, then four at a time, from all directions, a celestial symphony of random beauty to ease me back into life.

	But as my mind awakened, it became likely the sky lights weren’t meteors; they were satellites burning up in the atmosphere.

	I lifted my head and saw an orange glow along the horizon toward Great Falls.

	An attempt to sit up sent a knife blade through my head and put me down on my back again. Past clumps of grass I spotted the dim outline of the rock that I’d hit my head on. It was wasteful, concussing myself when I needed to get to my family. It was extravagant—pointless. Somehow it was selfish.

	I looked at the sky again and thought, “Maybe aliens did this.” On the second attempt to stand I fought through the pain, stumbled to the truck and drove toward town. Whatever had looked alive in the dead woman’s car no longer mattered. Maybe it had been a mirage, because as far as I could see there weren’t even any birds in the air or bugs hitting the windshield. Everything was dead.

	Only that pulsing orange sky was alive.

	•          •          •

	The secondary road joined the I-15 just outside of town. The ditches on the Interstate were lined with crashed cars, many of them with engines still running. The airport, ahead on the left, was dark save for a fire where a taxiing plane had hit a hangar wall and exploded. It was the same airport where I’d boarded my jump plane twelve hours ago; now, in the fire-lit gloom, it looked like something from a war movie. People outside the terminal lay dead. People in the parking lot lay dead.

	Farther along, on the fringe of town, people lay outside the Old Navy and the Michael’s like a grisly game of connect the dots. Even the golfers at the Meadowlark Country Club were dead on the fairways. I couldn’t see them in the darkness, but they were certainly there, being feasted on by mosquitoes, unless those were dead too. At least the Missouri River, which bisected Great Falls on its way eastward—at least the river looked alive, because it moved. If anything, it looked a little high. If its fish were dead, if everything was dead, then—

	Stop that. Just get to them.

	I turned off the highway at Second Street, passed a fire at a gas station, and made my way downtown. The solar lights were on, spotlighting ways in which people’s worlds had ended. An elderly man had been mangled by a riding mower, which now sat against a tree trunk slick with blood. A woman carrying groceries had fallen in a crosswalk; her head was encircled by a halo-like puddle of spilled milk. I tried to look away from such horrors, but there was always another solar light or another fire and a new need to stare. The scenes drove home the vein-freezing certainty that very soon I would find my wife and son in the same state as everyone else.

	On Second Avenue, I navigated crashed and stalled vehicles. A backup light had come on inside the Walgreens. The light gave me a clear view of the high pharmacy counter. For a moment, my mind registered the fact that all sorts of very heavy drugs were there. The concept tried to linger a while, but I pushed it away, swallowed hard, and drove a winding path of fresh death to Central Avenue, where I parked next to a still-running cargo van outside Ronnie’s office. Somewhere during this journey, the sense of horror mutated into a kind of leaden numbness that let only a few poignant facts through:

	They will be dead when you see them.

	That is when everything will really be gone.

	I don’t recall walking into the building. There must have been bodies in the lobby, and in the adjoining offices. There must have been ghastly versions of Wayne, her boss, or Pearl or Anand or the others. I don’t remember seeing them. I do recall watching the fringed beam of my iPhone flashlight crawl the walls, highlight a printer, a cubicle, a water cooler—and then land on a woman who was maybe Ronnie, head on the keyboard, body limp.

	I couldn’t see her face from this angle. A fan of raven-black hair spread out over her cheek. I closed my eyes against this sight and gulped in a huge amount of stale, uncirculated air, and when the eyes opened again I had to look away. There was a stapler lying on its side at the edge of her desk. For some reason I had to put that stapler upright in what might have been its usual spot. After that, my legs gave out; I found myself slumping to the floor.

	It was cool down there, dark now that my phone’s flashlight was face-down on the engineered hardwood. I looked up at the dim outline of my wife’s body and said her name out loud. The word felt weak. Foreign.

	“Ronnie,” I said again, louder, and she didn’t answer because maybe this wasn’t her. I picked up my phone and was careful not to shine it on her. I waited a long moment before reaching out to brush the hair from her face, but before contact was made I snapped my hand back.

	It didn’t have to be her.

	Not her hair. Not her blouse.

	I stepped back and away from her.

	This was a coworker who looked like her.

	An IT worker who’d been checking the printer cable.

	This was the wrong desk. In the gloom of the unlit office I had ended up at someone else’s workspace.

	Stop that. What are you doing?

	But clarity couldn’t be risked. I found myself bolting from the office, bumping into walls and desks, bouncing off a cubicle and down the stairs, then installing myself back in the truck and screwing my eyes shut, afraid of opening them to see the corpse in the driver seat of the still-running cargo van beside me.

	After a minute or two of this, an emptiness came over me, as if I’d taken a slow-working drug. I felt like a distant version of myself in a distant version of the world—none of this really real. How could it be?

	I told myself to get it together, go back up, go be with her, but the command was weak—blotted out by the need to shut things down.

	Now there was no plan to make and no goal to chase. Evan tried to enter my mind but was summarily evicted—too dangerous. Same thing with a new mental image of Ronnie at her desk. The one thing I did allow myself to ponder was Walgreens—those drugs behind that high counter. They were reasonable options, the only things that really made sense.

	I started the truck and began driving, but I didn’t go to Walgreens and I didn’t do the right thing and go to Evan’s preschool. I just drove, and yet again I replayed the image of Ronnie at her computer, only I visualized someone else—a woman with broader shoulders and darker skin. Twice the woman tried to turn into Ronnie, but both times I stopped the transformation in progress.

	I wound up at the convenience store two blocks from my house. Inside the store, I saw a woman on the floor next to a dented box of wine. Marty, the store owner, was dead behind the counter, gangly legs sticking out into the aisle. I stepped over those legs, grabbed the first bottle of vodka I saw, and took three big, burning slugs—roughly a third of the bottle—before being slammed with vertigo, falling to the floor, then hauling myself back out to the truck.

	Driving home, I saw a woman lying on the sidewalk behind a baby stroller. It was Ronnie’s friend Rachel. I didn’t slow down or peer inside the stroller (the baby’s name was Ariel). I focused on the heat of the vodka, told myself Ronnie was at home waiting for me. I peered down at the road, away from other victims, no looking through living-room windows and seeing Myrtle Jensen, who would have been squinting through thick glasses, knitting a sweater when the end came, or Tim Harald, who, like me, worked out of a home office and took long walks around the neighborhood to ward off the muscle stiffness produced by sedentary labors.

	When I got home, I moved about quietly. If Ronnie couldn’t hear me, she couldn’t respond to my presence. If she didn’t respond to my presence, maybe she was alive in one of the bedrooms or downstairs. I grabbed my old a.m. shower radio from the upstairs bathroom, then walked softly to the living room, sagged down into the sofa, and guzzled Smirnoff in the dark while weeping silently. I thumbed the radio’s tune dial. The static up and down the range of frequencies sounded like an accusation.

	Evan at his daycare.

	Rachel and her stroller.

	My mom in Scottsdale.

	My brother and sister in Europe.

	Go to Evan; he’s alone.

	But moving would have invited horror. The silence around me was a cocoon. “Ronnie?” I asked out loud, but there was a timid quality to the word.

	Go get Evan, already.

	For the first time I didn’t chase the thought away. I ordered myself to stop feeling sorry for myself—go find him—but wanting to rise from the sofa and actually doing so were two different things. I sat there stuck, stars burning above me, the sun pulling farther away from the Earth, solar lights losing power and blinking off halfway through the night, leaving everything everywhere dark. I lingered over a million endings to things, until my mind landed on my first-ever encounter with death—my first real understanding of the concept.

	That first death had occurred back in high school courtesy of Sean Vilmack, a boy who, halfway through lunch on a September day, jumped off the roof of the school gymnasium. Sean had been a friend and had worked hard to be good to me. I’d spent two summers just hanging with him, playing catch, fishing with him and his dad, going to movies, promising each other we would one day escape Great Falls and go live in a city where things actually happened.

	I wasn’t there to see his suicide, and I didn’t see his broken body afterwards, but I did arrive at school in time to witness the residual blood and brain matter on the outdoor basketball court close to the hoop, as if Sean had tried to make a gruesome three-pointer of himself. I watched while the cleaners power-washed away the last traces of him. Later there would be guilt, I would blame myself for his death and I would carry that blame for years, but for the moment there was something more visceral.

	This was what was meant by death: not merely an end to life, not a cessation of being. Death was absolute in an unjust way, a full stop halfway through an unfinished sentence. There would be no revisions or additions, no mark provided for the work done so far.

	Not for Sean and not for the multitudes who’d died today. As my thumb worked the radio’s tune dial, I wondered whether the Sean of the afterlife had had a good view of today’s events—then I told myself the thing that mattered most.

	You just left her there.

	You didn’t have the guts to go to your own son.

	So you have to do that now.

	But I chose to wilt instead. I navel-gazed. Good people were gone, and I had been gifted an exemption. Listening to dead air on a shower radio wouldn’t change anything, but getting active, seeking out a greater depth of horror, wouldn’t help either. Only vodka would help.

	The need to rise from the sofa softened into the fulfilment of a growing buzz. Things slowed down, dissolving in the murk of the unlit living room. Ronnie and Evan were still out there, but vodka built a wall in front of them.

	Scaling that wall would have taken a thing called bravery, but I was beyond such considerations. Bravery—and everything else—would have to wait. Right now only one type of work got done.

	•          •          •

	When I woke again, it was still dark, maybe three in the morning. A nail twisted in my forehead. Smoke from distant fires suffused everything. I was still alive, still there, and that was not necessarily a good thing. I sought out last night’s vodka and found the bottle on the floor, cruelly empty. Out in the kitchen, in the fridge, behind the pickles and mayonnaise, was a barely chilled beer. I opened it and started guzzling.

	It was beautiful—a promise of a new curtain about to fall. While I caught my breath after gulping half the bottle, a snatch of my childhood bubbled up:

	Apocalypse? I don’t know what that means.

	   Who cares? It’s not the end of the world!

	I was eleven the first and last time I told that joke—a lifetime ago, during a brief flirtation with stand-up comedy.

	At the end of the world, there’ll still be one company selling books.

	   Amazombie!

	Now a laugh that was more of a cry—then another rapacious guzzle, and the beer backing up on me, burning my sinuses. There were a million more one-liners, most of them groaners, most of them lifted from real comedians.

	My parrot died yesterday.

	   It was a real weight off my shoulder!

	A blast of nausea put an end to this. I leaned forward and vomited, spent a good long time fighting to steady myself, trying my best not to think. Recovery came in the form of another swallow of beer, then another full bottle, followed by a stagger to the bedroom and a crawl back into bed, where I pulled the covers up over my head. The throbbing in my temples was welcome. Maybe it was serious. With luck, it would end me. As I slipped back into unconsciousness for the third time in less than twenty hours, Ronnie and Evan remained safely ensconced on the other side of the wall. The smell of smoke carried a tinge of sweetness. I was still wearing my ridiculous skydiving jumpsuit.
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