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      And begin again.

      I know that the shapes will open.

      Flying will fly, and singing will sing.

      
        
        —Kenneth Patchen
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      I was looking for birds. I stood in the field behind the school and turned a slow circle, staring up into the bare grey branches. It wasn’t too hot yet, and the wind was blowing away some of the dust, so I thought I might see a bird or two.

      Nothing moved in the small grove, so I shook myself and headed to the food depot. My brother Ivan had told me that it was the first day of June, and there would be cans there.

      The food depot was a cavernous building that used to be a grocery store, and since the automatic doors had broken down, it was open to the air. When I stepped over the doorsill, I looked up at the high ceilings, studded with broken lights. Especially on the first of the month, I sometimes ran into neighbors here, but I didn’t see anybody this time.

      Once, birds would’ve flown into this space. I remember when I was small, we went to the State Fair, where my dad sold his hand-carved headboards every year. There were big barns full of farm animals, and up in the rafters, the birds would sit, sometimes swooping down to share some chicken’s meal. People thought they were a nuisance back then.

      A month ago, I thought I saw one, but I hadn’t seen one since. A few of them came back during the winter. At least, I seem to remember seeing them. But there wasn’t much singing, and it was rare to see them fly. Then they just disappeared.

      Slipping off my hat, I used it to fan myself and enjoyed the small rush of air to my forehead. The banks of food drawers were just past the entrance, a wall of metal boxes. There was a slot for ID cards, and I fed in mine first, then Ivan’s. After a small whirr, two doors swung open. Inside, there were 30 tins, each in a color-coded can, with three different flavors. I picked them up and turned them over, looking for information about what was inside, knowing there wouldn’t be any.There wasn’t room for them all in my backpack, but I had brought a couple of tote bags. Weighed down with all this food, I decided on a more direct route home, although I still hoped to glimpse something different.

      As I walked along the side of the road, I looked down to where the stream used to be. There’s still a pipe there, surrounded by dry grass, and maybe there’s something inside it. I thought I heard gurgling, but it could have been my imagination. Water is so rare that it doesn’t run wild anymore, and I wonder if it goes quiet too before it disappears.

      On the other side of the pipe was the old railroad track, unused for decades, and beyond that were the burned neighborhoods. They’d been set on fire during the Wild Time, when the Fallen Angels ruled the streets. That was when Ivan and I were teenagers, and our parents were still alive. The four of us hardly dared go outside, and when we did, we found houses still simmering, popping, disintegrating, all over town.

      Now, seven years later, most of those houses were rubble, although others were sharp piles of metal and charred wood, with black holes for doors and windows, and ribbons of dust sifting slowly into their interiors. With so few trees, everything was exposed. I could stare into broken living rooms and make out the shadows of lives once lived there.

      The sun was getting higher, and still, I didn’t see any people around. Usually, a few would be out during these early morning hours, but I hadn’t seen anybody yet today.

      I wondered who was left in town. A month ago, Joan and Jeff Stevens left, heading east, and I hated to see them go. Not many people were kind to us, since they saw my mother as the face of Maxtech, and blamed her for everything. But the Stevens had lent us a hand, especially after our parents died, and they’d offered us space in their car, even though they had three young kids.

      I’d said no, and Ivan had agreed. He said it was unlikely that they’d get very far anyway. Fuel dispensers and charging stations on the highway had largely disappeared, he told me, although I don’t know how he knew. The Stevens had hugged us goodbye—although Ivan didn’t really hug—and then driven off. I wondered if they would actually find a safe and comfortable place. Or was our town replicated hundreds of times, all over this country? All over the world? If anyone ever came back here, maybe we’d know more. But no one ever did.

      When I came up to our house, my unease gave way to a surge of affection. Living here wasn’t so bad. For one thing, we had a water faucet, and we didn’t even have to ration it, since there was nobody else still living on our block. Our house was in pretty good shape too. We had an intact roof, and even some glass windows, though glass was more decorative than useful, since it didn’t rain anymore.

      I threw down my bags and backpack as I walked into the living room, and tossed my hat onto a chair. I went around to all the curtains, closing them against the daytime heat. After this, I lugged everything into the kitchen and stashed the cans in the fridge. We had used it as a cupboard for many years, and Ivan had torn off the insulation so that the air could circulate. He’d wanted to take off the door, probably to re-purpose it, but I wanted to keep it, since it was decorated with magnets from the old days.

      “Ivan?” I called. But I knew where he was. From the kitchen door, it was only a few steps to his workshop. It was actually a shed, with one wooden wall barely standing, a perforated flap to keep out the wind on blowy days, and a half-roof that blocked the sun without blocking air.

      It was shadowy inside, but I could see him, hunched over, dressed in the same ratty blue shirt he’d been wearing for the last month. His reddish hair, cut in a bowl shape, caught the light when I came through the flap. He straightened up and looked my way. “Hello, Portia,” he said formally. “Did you find me any pieces of anything?”

      I felt chagrined when I realized that I hadn’t even been looking for the bits and pieces that Ivan loved. They could be practically anything, but he especially liked screws, bolts, wires, and other bits of metal. He had pretty much cannibalized everything usable from the house by this point.

      “Um, no,” I admitted. “I didn’t go anywhere different, just to the food depot.”

      “You smell like the field behind the school,” he told me in a matter-of-fact voice. It was hard to hide anything from Ivan.

      “Oh yeah, that’s true, I went there,” I admitted. “But I think you’ve gotten all the remnants of civilization from thereabouts already.”

      “Sometimes things are buried one day, and the ground pushes them up the next,” he told me. “So you never know.”

      “Next time I go, I’ll look. This time I was looking for birds.”

      He nodded, his expression alert. Ivan wasn’t sentimental, and for all I knew, if he saw a bird, he’d hit it with his slingshot and have it for dinner. My dad taught him to do that, after the schools closed, when they used to go out all day hunting. We’d have birds, squirrels and rabbits for dinner most nights, plus whatever plants we could forage in the woods. They were bitter, but my father claimed they were nutritious. We also ate the upstart weeds that had taken over my parents’ vegetable garden after all the tamer plants died.

      If I saw a squirrel or a rabbit, I’d freeze, not moving a muscle. If I saw a bird, I’d just stand there and listen to it sing, and hear the song all under my skin.

      “I really miss the animals,” I told Ivan.

      “Extinct is extinct,” said Ivan, his voice flat. “First them, then us.”

      I thought about that, remembering when I first knew this. It was 2088, eleven years ago. I was ten, and Ivan was nine. It was the day I heard my mother gasp. She was standing in the kitchen peeling carrots and watching the vid screen. I went in to see what was wrong, and there was Joe Thorpe, his vast face filling the whole wall.

      “He did it!” my mother cried.

      “What did he do?” I asked. Joe Thorpe was a colleague of my mother’s and had come to dinner at our house a few times. Both were environmental scientists working at Maxtech and were connected to the higher-ups in the Consortium. They knew what the public was allowed to know, and what had to be kept hidden.

      “He told the truth,” my mother said.

      “About what?” I asked, but she turned off the vidscreen and went back to the carrots on the kitchen worktable. Her hands were trembling, and she wouldn’t say another word.

      But we all saw a lot of Joe Thorpe’s photo in the next few months, and we kept seeing the clip repeated until the vidscreens stopped working entirely. He had decided that the world needed to know that the human race was nearing extinction, and that it was projected to happen sometime between 2095 and 2105. Even though he had graphs and charts, everyone else at Maxtech denied it. The generals in the Consortium appeared on TV and swore it was a lie, saying people should go about their business because everything was fine.

      But people recognized the truth. The world was emptying out. People were scarce, taken by war, the recent Enterovirus-77 pandemic, and a new cancer everyone called the Red Flush. Food was scarce too, and expensive, with so little rain. There were still commercials on the vidscreen, exhorting us to spend money and make all our desires come true, but increasingly, there was very little in the stores to buy. And finally, all the vidscreens sputtered and went blank.

      Most people in our town charged their cars one last time and hit the highway. Before they left, people had meetings, full of arguments and yelling, although my mother was shouted down when she tried to attend. There were demonstrations and marches, escalating into riots, and the Government came in with tanks and flattened everyone involved. Then they set up the food depots, parceled out ID cards, and left again. After that, nobody protested anymore, and the streets were patrolled by the Fallen Angels, an old biker gang that suddenly sprang up out of the ash.

      Ivan looked at me, patiently waiting. With just that one word, extinction, I’d travelled back all those years, although I balked when I came to the images of my mother, dying slowly of the Red Flush, and then my father following shortly after. I had studied Ivan’s face carefully every day, but he stayed healthy. He was the calm one, helping the taciturn neighbors carry my father’s body to the local burial ground. I was the one crying, watching, an orphan at sixteen.

      I focused on him again. He had gone back to screwing something together, and without looking up, he asked me, “Were there cans?”

      “Yes indeed. The food truck must’ve come in this month.”

      Ivan took in this information without changing his expression. He rarely looked relieved, or happy, or sad, or angry. I felt like I had to fill in the gap with something cheerful, so I said, “Good thing the Consortium knows we exist, huh?”

      He gave me a look, as though I should know better, and I shrugged. Was the Consortium still out there? Was there a general, somewhere, who was paying attention to us? If not, how did the cans arrive every month? I didn’t ask—I wasn’t sure I could handle Ivan’s version of the truth.. He never lied, he never hoped, and he never believed. It was up to me to do all those things.

      Ivan turned back to whatever he was building, a long, cinched-in cylinder made of metal and plastic. I wondered what it was, hoping for something useful. The last thing he constructed had been good for sucking up the dust. The one before that was some kind of mechanical back-scratcher. With the air so dry, we got itchy a lot, so this was actually handier than you might think.

      Then he stopped and looked at me. Even looking straight at me, Ivan didn’t really focus on my eyes. He seemed to take in everything in my general direction, as though he were staring at a flat background. “I need a few more pieces, and this will be finished.”

      “Oh?” I said. “What kind of material do you need?” I said that to be polite, but I didn’t think it mattered, since we couldn’t count on finding anything in particular.

      “I need a thicker cable than this, and more tin. And I need something that will do a better job punching holes in metal.” He gestured disparagingly at the can opener he’d been using. “And I need a way to amplify power.”

      “Oh,” I said again. I had no ideas, and was about to ask him if I could bring him a cup of water.

      “I’m going into the Ranger’s house tonight,” he said. “He’ll have some stuff I can use.”

      “You are?” I frowned. “The Ranger is gone. Isn’t he?”

      The Ranger lived a couple of doors down from us. He was a large, loud man, who used to come over and give us unsolicited advice. His name was Mr. Marshall, and he came from Texas, so it’s no wonder my father had dubbed him the Ranger. He used to have a couple of big, mean dogs, and two pretty but haughty little girls, who had mostly lived with their mother in some other town.

      “The Ranger left two months and five days ago,” Ivan informed me. “He had a workshop in his basement. I remember seeing it once.”

      “You did?” I looked quizzically at him. I had a sudden flash of the Ranger saying, “If you kids need anything, just come by. I’ve got everything anybody could need.” But I never asked him for anything. I’d see him out walking his dogs, and they were like a wall around him.

      “So when did you see the Ranger’s basement?” I asked Ivan.

      “Ten years ago. June 12, 2089. He showed me how to make bird houses. He used to make them and sell them to people.”

      This was news to me, but Ivan always knew a lot of things I didn’t. I sat down on a molded plastic chair in the corner. “But how would you get into his house?”

      “I won’t know exactly until I look at the locks, but I can get in.” He gestured at the collection of knives and other pointed objects on his worktable.

      “Okay,” I nodded, although I didn’t think Ivan was looking for my permission. “So what are you making now, anyway?”

      “A time machine,” he said.
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      So I found myself holding one of Ivan’s clunky hand-made flashlights, while he picked away at the lock on the kitchen door, at the back of the Ranger’s house. My hands shook and the light wavered, but with the full moon, he didn’t really need it. I could still smell the Ranger’s mean dogs in the hard dirt beneath our feet. What would people say if they saw us breaking in? I looked around, but nobody was there. We could’ve been on the moon.

      “Okay, I’m in,” he said, and jerked the door open. It creaked loudly, then died away to silence. We entered a space that gleamed a little in the dim light, as though the Ranger had spent his last hours here cleaning it. Ivan found the door to the basement, and I trained the light on the steps as we went down.

      There was more shine here: metal tools everywhere, on the table and hanging from the walls. Ivan started to fill one of the canvas bags he’d brought with him. He’d pick up some flat metal object or some coiling wire, examine it briefly, and decide whether he could use it. Mostly, he could.

      “There’s a lot here,” he said. He shoved the bag at me, and my arm sagged as I tried to lift it. He started filling a second one. “Too much for us to carry. We’ll have to come back.”

      “Yeah,” I said. I looked around, fascinated. I could see birdhouses, wooden dolls, and trains on some shelves. It was strange to think of the gruff Ranger making toys, but I figured it was just a business to him. The toys had an expectant presence, though. They seemed like small, immobile citizens of some former paradise.

      “I’m done for now,” Ivan said and turned to go back up the stairs. I grabbed the flashlight and followed him, my eyes fixed on the stairs, and then bumped into his back when he stopped abruptly, two steps up.

      “What are you doing in my house?” It was a light, strained voice, coming from the top of the stairs. At that point, I toppled over and found myself sprawled on the concrete floor of the basement. The flashlight had ended up underneath me, and I hoped I hadn’t broken it. I couldn’t see Ivan or the person who had spoken.

      Ivan sounded calm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know anyone was living here. I came for some tools.”

      “Those are my father’s tools! They don’t belong to you! Put them back! You’re thieves!” The voice rose, a young woman’s voice with a chilling edge.

      “Okay,” Ivan agreed. By this time, I’d collected the flashlight, and I shone its circle up to where Ivan was standing. He turned and took the two bottom steps, putting out his hand to help me up. Then he started to empty out the canvas bags he held. I passed him mine, and he emptied that back onto the worktable. The woman at the top of the stairs didn’t say a word, but I could hear her breathing.

      “Okay, now go,” she said finally. We headed towards the stairs again. When we got to the top, she moved to make space, gesturing us through the living room to the front door. Behind her, on the table, a tiny candle stub was burning. Now I could see her, although I kept the flashlight trained on the floor. She was very thin, with large staring eyes and a cloud of black hair. She wore what looked like a long nightgown and leaned on a stick.

      “Who are you?” I asked, as she gestured brusquely for us to keep moving.

      “I’m Amelia Marshall. This is my house.” She held her chin up. The gesture seemed familiar, and I tried to remember what the Ranger’s daughters had looked like. I had a sudden image of these two young, willowy girls walking down the sidewalk. They had clouds of fluffy black hair and sun-gold skin. They walked in sync, often holding each other’s hands, not paying attention to anyone else. Their names came back to me—Amelia and Theresa.

      I stopped walking and turned to her. “Where’s your father? And you have a sister, right? Theresa?”

      “We got as far as Clarksville,” she said. Her voice was husky.

      I wasn’t sure where Clarksville was, but Ivan said, “You got pretty far.” He had also stopped walking and turned towards her, his hands empty at his sides.

      “That’s where my sister died. She was already sick. After that, my father was ready to start driving again, but they came for me, and my father sicced the dogs on them. They shot the dogs, they shot my father. I ran and hid. They took the car and left. I came back here.”

      “Oh, no,” I said, staring at her. I wanted to go to her, but she was still standing so straight there, and we were people who had come to rob her. I started talking fast. “I’m so sorry we came. Ivan is building a machine, and he needed some tools and parts, and he thought nobody would mind if he came here, since your father left months ago.” I paused, then asked her delicately, “Your mother?”

      “She had already died when Dad picked us up in Alta. He came to get us. We were going to Springfield, where my dad knew people. My sister died before we got there, and we buried her in Clarksville. We said a prayer. I couldn’t bury my father. He just lay there with the dogs. I couldn’t do anything. He was too heavy for me to move, and I didn’t dare stay in case they came back. I started walking.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I murmured. “I’m so sorry. I’m Portia Nyles, and this is my brother, Ivan. We live just two doors down, just there.” I pointed in the direction of our house. “How can you live here alone?”

      “I’m not living, just getting ready to die. It’s taking longer than I thought it would.”

      “No, no,” I protested. “How long have you been here? What are you eating? What are you drinking? Do you ever go outside?”

      “They are outside,” she answered. “And if it’s not the exact same ones, it would be others just as bad. Murderers. I’ve got some food that my dad canned, and there are bottles of water here.”

      “That doesn’t sound like enough to keep you alive,” I protested. “What about the food depot?”

      Amelia drew herself up. “Of course, my father put in an official change of address when he left. Are you saying he wouldn’t follow the rules? He would always follow the rules. He wasn’t a thief. So I don’t officially live here, and there would be nothing in the food depot for him—or me.”

      Her face looked stern, relentless, and angry. I found myself stretching out my hands. “Amelia, nobody lives around here anymore. Come to our place. Please!”

      “I really don’t need people,” she said. She turned her head away, but she was no longer hurrying us along with her hands. I looked despairingly at Ivan. I didn’t want to leave her here alone.

      When Ivan spoke, his voice was toneless, as usual. “But we need you,” he said. “We need women. We need to populate the future.”

      Amelia looked taken aback, and I rushed to explain, and then realized there was no way to explain Ivan. “He’s talking about the human race in general.”

      She shook her head and then remarked, “I remember Ivan. He was famous for being the weirdest kid on the block. I remember you both.”

      I didn’t ask her what I was famous for. I was just flattered she remembered me.
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      She brushed us along, walking closely behind us. Opening the front door, she spent a long time peering out into the empty street, washed in moonlight. I hesitated and then walked outside, and she silently followed us. We waited while she locked the door. There were three locks, and she fastened them all.

      We were quiet as we headed towards our house. The night was still, and with the moon so bright, I shut off the flashlight and handed it to Ivan. Amelia walked behind us, as though she was arresting us, a rough stick in her hand. When we got to our house, she came in and looked around, her face expressionless.

      “Welcome!” I said, gesturing her towards the sofa, and then I lit a candle on the table. Ivan didn’t say anything, just went off to bed, taking the flashlight and leaving us in the flickering candlelight. Amelia stood there, undecided, surveying the room, and I felt self-conscious about how messy it was. Then she sat down.

      “Do you have tea?” she asked.

      “I don’t have tea, but I have some very old liqueurs that belonged to my parents. We only get them out on special occasions,” I told her.

      “Am I special enough?” It was strange to hear her say this when she looked so gaunt and ragged.

      I murmured yes and went to the cabinet. I took out a decanter filled with something green, sniffed it and was rewarded by a sharp tang. I filled two small glasses.

      “To your return, and the return of your life,” I said, raising my glass.

      Amelia raised hers, but said nothing. She took a sip, and her eyes glistened. “I remember things like this,” she said. “Toasts. Celebrations. My dad said he knew people in Springfield, but I don’t know what their names were. I could go there, but how would I get there?”

      “How did you get here?”

      “I walked. It took three weeks. I walked mostly at night. I hid when cars went by. There weren’t many cars.”

      “And what did you eat?”

      “Weeds. Stuff from trash cans.” Her voice was very small. “Sometimes nothing. Mostly nothing.”

      “So you almost died?”

      “I thought I had died. When I got here. I thought it was strange that I had died in my father’s house, after leaving him lying there in the road. But I don’t know what death is, do I? Nobody knows. Maybe it means going back to your father’s house, even though you know everybody has left. It seems like a lonely thing.”

      I was quiet for a minute. “I’m glad you didn’t die. There are so few people, and no birds or animals at all.”

      “Well, it’s just postponed,” she remarked. “But we can talk. It’s been a long time since I talked to anyone. I’m glad you came to rob me.”

      “If I’d known you were there, I would’ve come over long ago. Not to rob you. Just to see you.”

      We were quiet, sipping the neon green drink. “Is your brother living in some strange dream world?” she asked. “What was that about populating the future? There is no future. Everybody knows that.”

      “Oh,” I laughed, feeling a little giddy. “He’s building a time machine.”

      “Oh, that’s what he needed my father’s tools for? Gotta get the circumnavigator on, right?” She laughed, a little bitterly.

      “Yep, not to mention the temporal vibrator knob!” I answered, laughing too.

      “Well, make sure he uses the right regulator shaft,” Amelia answered. We looked at each other, beetling our eyebrows at the same time. I wondered if I was being disloyal to my brother, but the thought didn’t catch. It felt good to talk to somebody besides Ivan.

      Afterward, I explained to her that my brother was really a harmless nut who had never hurt anyone in his life, and sometimes he really did invent useful things. I showed her the machine that sucked up dust, which was sitting propped up in the corner. “We really use this a lot,” I said, “Although maybe you can’t tell right now.”

      “I remember those machines,” she said. “They were called vacuum cleaners.”

      I raised my eyebrows. I had forgotten they existed, but now I remembered them too. “But this one doesn’t use electricity,” I told her, showing her the red handle. “You just wind up this thing.”

      “Great,” she agreed. We fell silent for a moment, sipping, and when I looked back at her, her eyes were closing. As I watched, I could see her body relax.

      “You can sleep here,” I told her quietly, and she didn’t respond. I put a pillow down at the end of the couch and nudged her towards it. She fell onto it as if boneless. I thought about leaving the candle in case she woke up, but realized that it would be dawn soon. I blew it out, and went off to my own room.
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      After that, Amelia didn’t go home, although she never said she was living with us. I offered her my parents’ room, but the peeling wallpaper in there spooked her, and she said she’d stay on the couch. When the sun went down, I would light a candle, and pull up a comfortable chair near her. When the candle was almost gone, I found another. I had enough candles for many nights.

      We talked about the ways our lives intertwined, but also about the ways they had diverged. My parents had been together, without much drama, until the day they died, but her parents had divorced when she and her sister were small. The girls had mostly lived with their mother after that, in a town sixty miles away, where there was a community of other refugees from the sunken islands.

      I knew she was beginning to trust me when she let a tear fall. Her sister had been her shadow, and she had never been so alone before. I wanted to tell her that I hadn’t even known how lonely I was, but I just put my arms around her, knowing it wasn’t the same.

      But we also had lighter moments. There were people we both remembered, neighbors we could tell wicked stories about. We reminisced about the snack bars and food trucks that were all gone now, and about the cartoons that we’d grown up watching. Although Amelia was two years younger than me, we’d had crushes on some of the same film stars, and we’d both plastered their faces over all the vidscreens in our rooms. We could both sing snatches of their theme songs.

      After a few days, Amelia stopped carrying her knobby old stick around everywhere she went, and became braver about going outdoors. Then, a week or so after she arrived, she wanted to get some things from her house, and accepted my offer to go with her.

      Down in the basement, she picked out jars of preserves of all kinds. They were delicious—sweet corn, tart cherries, dill pickles, all sorts of things—and a whole new level of flavor entered my world. And she had wine from her father’s cellar. We sipped it slowly from my mother’s two unbroken wine glasses, let it catch fire from the candlelight, and made sure that each bottle would linger for a few days.

      One day, she cut off all that fuzzy black hair, leaving herself an inch or so that rose from her high forehead. By now, she had gained some weight, and her eyes were brighter. And often when she saw me, she smiled, and I caught the smile and held it like another wonderful new flavor in my life.

      I had something to share with her too. My mother had collected paper-made books, and she had hundreds of them. Some of them were a century old, although most dated from the 50s and 60s, when my parents were young. I had a habit of going down to the boxes in the basement, slipping on the special gloves my mother had used, and picking out a book or two to take upstairs. Amelia followed me down there to look at them, and I watched her leaf through the pages in wonder.

      We didn’t see much of Ivan. Amelia had given him permission to borrow her father’s tool and to use whatever screws, wires and cables he could find. So he was in his shed, working away, emerging for meals and the occasional cryptic comment.

      A few weeks went by, and the days got hotter. The wind that had been blowing for six months slacked off and then disappeared altogether, and the dust settled more thickly on the ground. Everything seemed hollow, desiccated.

      One day, Ivan told me that it was July 3, a new month, and it would be a good idea to go to the food depot. Amelia was still sleeping on the couch when I set off just before dawn, so I didn’t ask her if she wanted to come. But it was almost as if she was still with me, because I was replaying all our conversations in my head. I didn’t see any birds, and this time, I wasn’t really looking for them.

      When I got home, my backpack full of tins, I found her lounging on one of the lawn chairs in the yard. It was only a little cooler there, but we had shade. Long ago, my dad had rigged up scaffolding and an awning. After the original fabric had thinned and torn, we’d draped old sheets over the top. I plopped down on the other lawn chair, throwing my hat on the ground beside me, and took a swig from the water jar in my backpack.

      Amelia had an old atlas in her hands, and she passed it over to me. I leafed through it, careful with the fragile pages.

      “There’s Belize,” I pointed to a small country clinging to the side of Central America. “Isn’t that a pretty name? So many people were heading south. I wonder if that’s where they went?”

      Amelia shook her head. “Belize hasn’t been there for a long time. How old is this atlas?”

      “I don’t know. Does it say when it was published?” I went back to the title page, and peering at the fine print, found the date 2030.

      “Lots of these places are gone. All the people that went south, they’re probably stuck on the coast, in Macon, trying to get across the ocean. The ones that aren’t dead.” Amelia dropped her eyes, and I knew she was thinking about her family. She looked back at me. “I haven’t seen anyone in this town except you and Ivan. Is everyone gone?”

      I stared at her, startled, realizing that I hadn’t seen a soul either. The only people around had been the ones in my head.

      “The Pattersons,” I said. “They live down the street, although they stopped talking to us when everybody else did. But we were friends when I was young. Ms. Patterson was a vid mechanic and used to arrange screen installations. She had a team of young guys, and a few of those chunky robots that were so popular back then.”

      “I remember her. I had a crush on one of her workers, although it didn’t last very long. My dad was strict with me. If he noticed any guy paying attention to me, he’d crack down. Or ship me and Theresa back to our mom.” Amelia brushed a speck of dust off her nose. “I didn’t mind. I had more friends in Alta, anyway.”

      “I don’t remember you ever playing with other kids around here. You and Theresa always seemed pretty self-contained.”

      “We were,” Amelia admitted. “We thought the Allentown kids were dull and unevolved. They’d make fun of us, our dark skin and knobby knees.”

      I looked at her knees. “But you were so pretty, even when you were little kids. You were graceful.”

      “Here, they called us the Crane Sisters. In Alta, I had my people—aunties, uncles, and cousins, although none of them were related to me by blood. Most of them spoke French, like my mother.”

      “What island did your mother come from?” I gestured at the atlas, and Amelia took it and turned the pages.

      “There it is. Martinique. Long gone now, vanished into the sea. Did I ever tell you the story of how my father met my mother?”

      I shook my head, looking at the array of tiny dots on a pale blue background.

      “There wasn’t much left of the island—it was mostly underwater—and then there was a hurricane, and what was left was destroyed. Almost everyone there died, including my whole family. It was a big family, my mother told me. My dad was a rescue worker on a Coast Guard ship, and he fished my mother out of the water, just as she was about to get eaten by a shark. That was his story. I think he made up the shark thing.”

      “But he couldn’t save her family?”

      Amelia shook her head solemnly. “Hardly any survivors except her. She was a teenager, and he was twenty years older. I guess her way of thanking him was to marry him, or maybe she just didn’t know what else to do. But once she got on her feet, she left him, even though having kids made it complicated. He thought she should be grateful to him, but she was just angry all the time. I think she blamed him because he was American, and everybody knew that America caused the droughts, the hurricanes, and the way the sea rose so quickly.”

      I had to think about this. Was America to blame? Perhaps I couldn’t see it for the same reason that nobody could look at their own eyeballs.

      After the announcement, after people started yelling at my mother on the street, I had gone to her and asked her about it. Was she the one? Was she the reason that food was scarce, and my friends wouldn’t talk to me, and the vidscreens didn’t always work? My parents told me it was a lack of sensible regulations over many decades, leading us to a place where the earth could no longer support even a dwindling population. But that didn’t really answer the question: who did this?

      “What was Martinique like? Did your mother tell you?” I asked.

      Amelia’s voice was soft. “My mother often told me how beautiful it was there, how it was never cold. The sea water was turquoise, and people were more artistic and kinder to each other. And there were amazing birds. She said everything was better than it was in the United States. It was her heaven - vanished, lost forever.”

      “The Vanished Islands,” I whispered. I had heard them referred to, but always thought of it as long-ago history. Amelia nodded sadly, staring into space. We were quiet for a few minutes. She swatted at something, and the gesture seemed strangely familiar.

      “Hey, it’s a fly!” I pointed to it, excited. “Wildlife!”

      “Yeah. Another little survivor.” Amelia waved it away and looked over at me. “We should check on the Pattersons—and anybody else you know in this town. In fact, we should go through the town and see if anybody needs help. What would have happened to me if you hadn’t come? I was already crazy. I was hallucinating half the time.”

      I nodded. “The people in this town didn’t like my family, so I’m not sure they’ll want to talk to me.” Now the fly was over at my chair, crawling on my leg. I wondered if it was lonely. I wondered if there was another fly somewhere. What did flies eat? I asked myself, and realized that as many as I had seen in my lifetime, I had never asked this question.

      “What did your family do that was so bad?”

      “At Maxtech, where my mother worked, they all knew that humans were on the verge of extinction. They knew the electrical grid was breaking down, and the satellites were turning into space garbage. They knew there was no food growing around here, and fewer and fewer trucks bringing it in from anywhere else. Still, they kept making all this junk and aggressively encouraging people to buy it by lowering the prices.”

      “Well, that’s what businesses all used to do, sell everybody junk they didn’t need. Why’d they single her out?”

      I nodded my head. “My mom was the head of publicity during Maxtech’s last year, trying to walk back Joe Thorpe’s message. He was the guy who blew the whistle about human extinction. Then, after six months of lying about it, she was the one who announced Maxtech was closing, and threw half the town out of work from one day to the next.”

      Amelia’s expression was wry. “Well, no wonder they were a little miffed.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But it wasn’t your mother who caused the drought, lowered the birth rate, and killed everybody off in one way or another. She just made everybody face reality. Eventually.”

      “She definitely didn’t want to do it.”

      “Reality is the pits,” Amelia agreed. “There’s less of everything, but somehow, there’s still plenty of reality.”

      I nodded. “So you can see,” I said, “Why I don’t really want to go poking around the neighborhood.”

      “But we have to,” she said briskly. “And we should go now, before we lose our nerve. It’s still early. We have some time before the Heatstroke Hours.” That’s what we called those hours when the sun seemed to take up the whole sky, and the air itself burned.

      I looked at her, at her narrow face and large brown eyes. I couldn’t see any of her earlier fear in her eyes, and I knew she was right. It was what we needed to do. “Okay, we’ll go tell Ivan where we’re going.”

      “Do you think he might want to come?”

      Ivan was so involved, he barely looked up when we went into the shed. My skin prickled in the heat when I walked in, even though he had a little solar fan perched on one of the ceiling rods. I noticed he’d doffed his shirt and was working in what looked like a loincloth, and I shook my head. If Ivan was shedding clothes, I probably wouldn’t be far behind, and I wasn’t sure that would be good for us. It was about time we found more people.

      “We could use one of those solar fans too,” I told him.

      “I’ll see if I can make one for you,” he answered, without looking at me. “I’m a little low on batteries right now. I need all the energy I can generate for this.” He was poking away at something that looked like the front of a small train, except that it was thoroughly laden with cables and wires. I noticed the back end of the shed had been extended out to make room for this object.

      “Okay.” I paused, and then hurried on. “We’re off to visit the neighbors. We want to see if there’s anybody else that needs rescuing. We’ll check on the Pattersons. I haven’t seen them lately.”

      “They left last Thursday,” Ivan said, bending back down, screwdriver in hand. “Early in the morning.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. “Where did they go?”

      “I waved goodbye,” he reported, as if that was pretty much all that was required of him. “They were going to Champaign, because they heard a rumor that the Government relocated there. Not likely.”

      “Well, the Government’s got to be somewhere,” I argued with him.

      “Not really,” Ivan answered. He was probably right, but I wanted to believe there was some sort of larger entity looking out for us. Amelia didn’t say anything, but I read an echo of Ivan’s cynicism in her wide eyes.

      “Okay, so the Pattersons are gone,” I told Amelia. “But you’re right, there could be other people.”

      Ivan stood up straight then and looked at me. “If there are, bring them back here. I’ll need people.”

      “You need people?” I exchanged a look with Amelia. “That’s a first.”

      “I need them to repopulate the earth. If there are any people left, they should come with us.”

      “Of course there are people!” My voice went up a notch. “We’re not the only ones left! That would
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