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Between 1347 and 1450 a.d., bubonic plague overran Europe, killing some 75 million people. The
plague, dubbed the Black Death because of the black pustulesthat erupted on the skin of the afflicted,
was caused by a bacterium now known asYersinia pestis . The Europeans of the day, lacking accessto
microscopes or knowledge of disease vectors, atributed their misfortune to an angry God. Flagellants
roamed the land, hoping to appease Hiswrath. “ They died by the hundreds, both day and night,” Agnolo
di Turatdlsus. 1 buried my five children with my own hands ... so many died that dl believed it wasthe
end of theworld."

Today, the population of Europeisabout 729 million.

Evenings, Wyndham likesto St on the porch, drinking. Helikes gin, but hell drink anything. He's not
particular. Lately, he's been watching it get dark—redllywatching it, | mean, not just sitting there—and
so far he's concluded that the clichéiswrong. Night doesn't fdl. It's more complex than that.

Not that hel's entirdly confident in the accuracy of his observations.

It's high summer just now, and Wyndham often begins drinking at two or three, so by the time the Sun
sets, around nine, hesusudly pretty drunk. Still, it seemsto him that, if anything, nightrises , gathering
first ininky pools under the trees, asif it hasleached up from underground reservoirs, and then spreading,
out toward the borders of the yard and up toward the yet-lighted sky. It's only toward the end that
anything fals—the blackness of deep space, he supposes, unscrolling from high above the Earth. The
two planes of darkness meet somewhere in the middle, and that's night for you.

That's his current theory, anyway.

Itisn't hisporch, incidentally, but then it isn't hisgin either—except in the sensethat, in so far as
Wyndham can tell anyway, everything now belongsto him.

End-of-the-world stories usudly comein one of two varieties.

Inthefirgt, the world ends with anatural disaster, either unprecedented or on an unprecedented scale.
Floodslead dl other contenders—God himsdlf, weretold, isfond of that one—though plagues have
their advocates. A renewed ice ageis aso popular. Ditto drought.

In the second variety, irresponsible human beings bring it on themsalves. Mad scientists and corrupt
bureaucrats, usualy. An exchange of ICBMsisthetypica route, dthough the scenario has dated in the
present geo-palitica environment.

Fed freeto mix and match:
Geneticaly engineered flu virus, anyone? Mdting polar ice cgps?

On the day the world ended, Wyndham didn't even redlize itwas the end of the world—not right away,
anyway. For him, a that point in hislife, pretty muchevery day seemed like the end of theworld. This
was not a consegquence of achemical imbalance, either. It was a consegquence of working for UPS,
where, on the day the world ended, Wyndham had been employed for sixteen years, first asaloader,
thenin sorting, and findly in the coveted position of driver, the brown uniform and everything. By this
time the company had gone public and he also owned some shares. The money was good—Very good,
infact. Not only that, he liked hisjob.

Stll, the beginning of every goddamn day started off feding like a cataclysm. You try getting up at 4:00
am. every morning and see how you fed.



Thiswashisroutine

At 4:00 am., the darm went off—an old-fashioned darm, he wound it up every night. (He couldn't
tolerate the radio before he drank his coffee.) He dwaysturned it off right away, not wanting to wake his
wife. He showered in the spare bathroom (again, not wanting to wake hiswife; her name was Ann),
poured coffee into histhermos, and ate something he probably shouldn't—abagel, a Pop Tart—while he
stood over the sink. By then, it would be 4:20, 4:25 if he was running late.

Then he would do something paradoxical: He would go back to his bedroom and wake up the wife hed
spent the last twenty minutestrying not to disturb.

"Have agood day,” Wyndham dways said.

Hiswife dways did the same thing, too. Shewould screw her faceinto her pillow and smile. “Ummm,”
shewould say, and it was usualy such acozy, loving, early-morning cuddling kind of “ummm” that it
amost made getting up a four in the goddamn morning worthiit.

Wyndham heard about the World Trade Center—notthe end of the world, though to Wyndham it sure
as hell fdt that way—from one of his customers.

The customer—her name was Monica—was one of Wyndham's regulars: a Home Shopping Network
fiend, thiswoman. Shewas big, too. The kind of woman of whom people say “ She hasanice
persondity” or “ She has such apretty face.” She did have anice persondity, too—at least Wyndham
thought she did. So he was concerned when she opened the door in tears.

"What'swrong?’ hesaid.

Monicashook her head, at aloss for words. She waved him insde. Wyndham, in violation of about fifty
UPS regulations, stepped in after her. The house smelled of sausage and flord air freshener. Therewas
Home Shopping Network shit everywhere. | mean,everywhere .

Wyndham hardly noticed.

His gaze wasfixed on the television. It was showing an airliner flying into the World Trade Center. He
stood there and watched it from three or four different angles before he noticed the Home Shopping
Network logo in the lower right-hand corner of the screen.

That was when he concluded that it must be the end of the world. He couldn't imagine the Home
Shopping Network preempting regularly scheduled programming for anything less.

The Mudim extremists who flew arplanesinto the World Trade Center, into the Pentagon, and into the
unyielding earth of an otherwise unremarkable field in Pennsylvania, were secure, we aretold, in the
knowledge of their imminent trandation into paradise.

There were nineteen of them.
Every one of them had aname.

Wyndham's wife was something of areader. Sheliked to read in bed. Before she went to deep she
aways marked her spot using abookmark Wyndham had given her for her birthday one year: It wasa
cardboard bookmark with ayarn ribbon at the top, and a picture of arainbow arching high over
white-capped mountains.Smile , the bookmark said. God loves you.

Wyndham wasn't much of areader, but if hed picked up hiswife's book the day the world ended he



would have found the first few pagesinteresting. In the opening chapter, God raptures al true Chrigtians
to Heaven. Thisincludestrue Chrigtians who are driving cars and trains and airplanes, resulting in
uncounted lost lives aswell as sgnificant damagesto persond property. If Wyndhamhad read the book,
he'd have thought of abumper sticker he sometimes saw from high in his UPS truck.Warning , the
bumper sticker read,In case of Rapture, this car will be unmanned . Whenever he saw that bumper
gticker, Wyndham imagined cars crashing, planesfalling from the sky, patients abandoned on the
operating table—pretty much the scenario of hiswife's book, in fact.

Wyndham went to church every Sunday, but he couldn't help wondering what would happen to the
untold millions of people whoweren't true Christians—whether by choice or by the geographica fluke of
having been born in some place like Indonesia. What if they were crossing the street in front of one of
those cars, he wondered, or watering lawns those planes would soon plow into?

But | wassaying:

On the day the world ended Wyndham didn't understand right away what had happened. Hisalarm
clock went off the way it dways did and he went through his norma routine. Shower in the spare bath,
coffeein the thermos, breskfast over the sink (achocolate donut, thistime, and gone alittle stae). Then
he went back to the bedroom to say good-byeto hiswife.

"Have agood day,” he said, ashe dways said, and, leaning over, he shook her alittle: not enough to
redlly wake her, just enough to get her ftirring. In sixteen years of performing thisritud, minus federa
holidays and two weeks of paid vacation in the summer, Wyndham had pretty much mastered it. He
could cause her to gtir without quite waking her up just about every time.

So to say he was surprised when hiswife didn't screw her face into her pillow and smile is something of
an undergtatement. He was shocked, actually. And there was an additional congderation: She hadn't
sad, “Ummm,” either. Not the usua luxurious, warm-morning-bed kind of “ummm,” and not the
infrequent but till familiar stuffy, 1-have-a-cold-and-my-head-aches kind of “ummm,” either.

No “ummm” a dl.

The ar-conditioning cycled off. For the first time Wyndham noticed a strange smell—afaint, organic
funk, like spoiled milk, or unwashed fet.

Standing there in the dark, Wyndham began to have a very bad feding. It was a different kind of bad
fedling than the one held had in Monicas living room watching arliners plunge again and again into the
World Trade Center. That had been a powerful but largely impersona bad feding—I say “largely
impersonal” because Wyndham had athird cousin who worked at Cantor Fitzgerald. (The cousin's name
was Chris; Wyndham had to look it up in his address book every year when he sent out cards
celebrating the birth of his persona savior.) The bad fedling he began to have when hiswifefailed to say
“ummm,” on the other hand, was powerful andpersonal .

Concerned, Wyndham reached down and touched hiswifesface. It was like touching awoman made of
wax, lifdlessand cool, and it was at that moment—that moment precisely—that Wyndham realized the
world had come to an end.

Everything after that wasjust detalls.

Beyond the mad scientists and corrupt bureaucrats, charactersin end-of-the-world stories typicaly come
in one of three varieties.

Thefirg istherugged individudist. Y ou know the type: self-reliant, iconoclagtic lonerswho know how to



use firearms and ddliver babies. By story'send, they're well on their way to Reestablishing Western
Civilization—though they're usudly smart enough not to return to the Bad Old Ways.

The second variety isthe post-gpocayptic bandit. These characters often comein gangs, and they face
off againgt the rugged survivor types. If you happen to prefer cinematic incarnations of the
end-of-the-world tale, you can usually recognize them by their penchant for bondage gear, punked-out
haircuts, and customized vehicles. Unlike the rugged survivors, the post-gpocalyptic bandits embrace the
Bad Old Ways—though they're not displeased by the expanded opportunities to rape and pillage.

Thethird type of character—al so pretty common, though agood dedl |ess so than the other two—isthe
world-weary sophigticate. Like Wyndham, such characters drink too much; unlike Wyndham, they suffer
badly fromennui . Wyndham sufferstoo, of course, but whatever he suffers from, you can bet it's not
ennui .

Wewere discussing details, though:

Wyndham did the things people do when they discover aloved one dead. He picked up the phone and
dialed 9-1-1. There seemed to be something wrong with the line, however; no one picked up on the
other end. Wyndham took a deep breath, went into the kitchen, and tried the extension. Once again he
had no success.

The reason, of course, was that, this being the end of the world, al the people who were supposed to
answer the phones were dead. Imagine them being swept away by atida waveif that helps—whichis
exactly what happened to more than three thousand people during astorm in Pakistan in 1960. (Not that
thisisliterally what happened to the operators who would have taken Wyndham's 9-1-1 call, you
understand; but more about whatreally happened to them later—the important thing is that one moment
they had been dive; the next they were dead. Like Wyndham'swife.)

Wyndham gave up on the phone.

He went back into the bedroom. He performed afumbling version of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on
hiswifefor fifteen minutes or so, and then he gave that up, too. He walked into his daughter's bedroom
(shewastwelve and her name was Ellen). He found her lying on her back, her mouth dightly agape. He
reached down to shake her—he was going to tell her that something terrible had happened; that her
mother had died—but he found that something terrible had happened to her aswell. The sameterrible
thing, infact.

Wyndham panicked.

He raced outside, where the first hint of red had begun to bleed up over the horizon. His neighbor's
automatic irrigation system was on, the heads whickering in the silence, and as he sprinted acrossthe
lawn, Wyndham felt the spray, like acool hand against hisface. Then, chilled, hewas standing on his
neighbor's stoop. Hammering the door with both fists. Screaming.

After atime—he didn't know how long—adreadful cam settled over him. There was no sound but the
sound of the sprinklers, throwing glittering arcs of gpray into the hao of the street light on the corner.

Hehad avision, then. It was as close as he had ever come to amoment of genuine prescience. Inthe
vision, he saw the suburban houses stretching away in silence before him. He saw the silent bedrooms. In
them, curled benegath the sheets, he saw alegion of deepers, dso sllent, who would never again wake up.

Wyndham swallowed.



Then he did something he could not have imagined doing even twenty minutes ago. He bent over, fished
the key from its hiding place between the bricks, and let himsdf ingde his neighbor's house.

The neighbor's cat dipped past him, mewing querulously. Wyndham had dready reached down to
retrieve it when he noticed the smell—that unpleasant, faintly organic funk. Not spoiled milk, either. And
not feet. Something worse: soiled digpers, or aclogged toilet.

Wyndham straightened, the cat forgotten.
"Herm?’ hecdled. “ Robin?'
No answer.

Insde, Wyndham picked up the phone, and didled 9-1-1. Helistened to it ring for along time; then,
without bothering to turn it off, Wyndham dropped the phone to the floor. He made his way through the
slent house, snapping on lights. At the door to the master bedroom, he hesitated. The odor—it was
unmistakable now, amingled stench of urine and feces, of dl the body's muscles relaxing at once—was
stronger here. When he spoke again, whispering really—

"Herm?Robin?"
—he no longer expected an answer.

Wyndham turned on the light. Robin and Herm were shapesin the bed, unmoving. Stepping closer,
Wyndham stared down at them. A fleeting series of images cascaded through his mind, images of Herm
and Robin working the grill at the neighborhood block party or puttering in their vegetable garden. They'd
had aknack for tomatoes, Robin and Herm. Wyndham's wife had always loved their tomatoes.

Something caught in Wyndham'sthrodt.
Hewent away for awhilethen.
Theworld just grayed out on him.

When he came back, Wyndham found himsdf in the living room, standing in front of Robin and Herm's
televison. Heturned it on and cycled through the channds, but there was nothing on. Literally nothing.
Snow, that's dl. Seventy-five channels of snow. The end of theworld had always been televised in
Wyndham's experience. The fact that it wasn't being televised now suggested thet it redllywas the end of
the world.

Thisisnot to suggest that television vaidates human experience—of the end of the world or indeed of
anything ese, for that matter.

Y ou could ask the people of Pompeii, if most of them hadn't died in avolcano eruptionin 79 a.d., nearly
two millennia before tdlevison. When Vesuvius erupted, sending lava thundering down the mountainsde
at four miles aminute, some sixteen thousand people perished. By some freskish geological quirk, some
of them—their shdlls, anyway—were preserved, frozen insde casts of volcanic ash. Their aamsare
outstretched in pleasfor mercy, their facesfrozen in horror.

For afee, you can visit them today.
Her€'s one of my favorite end-of-the-world scenarios by the way:

Carnivorous plants.



Wyndham got in his car and went looking for ass stlance—a functioning telephone or television, a helpful
passer-by. He found instead more non-functioning telephones and televisions. And, of course, more
non-functioning people: lots of those, though he had to look harder for them than you might have
expected. They weren't scattered in the streets, or dead at the whedls of their carsin amassivetraffic
jam—though Wyndham supposed that might have been the case somewhere in Europe, where the
catastrophe—whatever it was—had fallen square in the middle of the morning rush.

Here, however, it seemed to have caught most folks at home in bed; as aresult, the roads were more
than usualy passable.

At aloss—numb, redly—Wyndham drove to work. He might have been in shock by then. Hed gotten
accustomed to the smell, anyway, and the corpses of the night shift—men and women he'd known for
sixteen years, in some cases—didn't shake him as much. Whatdid shake him wasthe sight of dl the
packagesin the sorting area. He was struck suddenly by the fact that none of them would ever be
delivered. So Wyndham loaded histruck and went out on his route. He wasn't sure why he did
it—maybe because he'd rented a movie once in which a post-apocalyptic drifter scavengesa U.S. Postal
uniform and manages to Reestablish Western Civilization (but not the Bad Old Ways) by assuming the
postman's appointed rounds. The futility of Wyndham's own efforts quickly became evident, however.

He gaveit up when he found that even Monica—or, as he more often thought of her, the Home
Shopping Network Lady—was no longer in the business of receiving packages. Wyndham found her
face down on the kitchen floor, clutching a shattered coffee mug in one hand. In desth she had neither a
pretty face nor anice personality. She did have that same ripe unpleasant odor, however. In spite of it,
Wyndham stood |ooking down at her for the longest time. He couldn't seem to look away.

When hefindlydid look away, Wyndham went back to the living room where he had once watched
nearly three thousand people die, and opened her package himself. When it cameto UPSrules, the
Home Shopping Network Lady's living room was turning out to be something of a post-gpocayptic zone
initsownright.

Wyndham tore the mailing tape off and dropped it on the floor. He opened the box. Inside, wrapped
safely in three layers of bubble wrap, he found aporcelain satue of Elvis Predey.

ElvisPredey, theKing of Rock ‘n’' Rall, died August 16, 1977, while sitting on the toilet. An autopsy
reveded that he had ingested an impressive cocktail of prescription drugs—including codeine, ethinimate,
methagual one, and various barbiturates. Doctors dso found trace e ements of Vaium, Demerol, and
other pharmaceuticasin hisvens.

For atime, Wyndham comforted himsdlf with theillusion that the end of the world had been aloca
phenomenon. He sat in histruck outside the Home Shopping Network Lady's house and awaited
rescue—the sound of srens or gpproaching choppers, whatever. He fell adeep cradling the porcelain
datue of Elvis. He woke up at dawn, tiff from deegping in the truck, to find astray dog nosing around
outsde.

Clearly rescue would not be forthcoming.

Wyndham chased off the dog and placed Elvis gently on the sdewalk. Then he drove off, heading out of
the city. Periodicaly, he stopped, each time confirming what he had dready known the minute he
touched his dead wifeésface: The end of the world was upon him. He found nothing but non-functioning
telephones, non-functioning televisions, and non-functioning people. Along theway helistened to alot of
non-functioning radio stations.

Y ou, like Wyndham, may be curious about the catastrophe that has befallen everyone in theworld



around him. Y ou may even be wondering why Wyndham has survived.

End-of-the-world talestypically make abig ded about such things, but Wyndham's curiosity will never
be satisfied. Unfortunately, neither will yours.

Shit happens.
It'sthe end of theworld after dll.
The dinosaurs never discovered what causedtheir extinction, ether.

At thiswriting, however, most scientists agree that the dinosaurs met their fate when an asteroid nine
miles wide plowed into the Earth just south of the Y ucatan Peninsula, triggering gigantic tsunamis,
hurricane-force winds, worldwide forest fires, and aflurry of volcanic activity. The crater is il
there—it's 120 miles wide and more than amile degp—but the dinosaurs, along with seventy-five
percent of the other speciesthen dlive, are gone. Many of them died in theimpact, vaporized in an
explosion equivaent to thousands of megatons. Those that survived theinitial cataclysm would have
perished soon after as acid rain poisoned the world'swater, and dust obscured the Sun, plunging the
planet into ayears-long winter.

For what it'sworth, thisimpact was merely the most dramatic in along series of mass extinctions, they
occur inthe fossil record at roughly thirty million-year intervals. Some scientists have linked these
intervasto the solar system's periodic journey through the gd actic plane, which didodges millions of
comets from the Oort cloud beyond Pluto, raining them down on Earth. Thistheory, still contested, is
caled the Shiva Hypothesisin honor of the Hindu god of destruction.

The inhabitants of Lisbon would have appreciated the dlusion on November 1, 1755, when the city was
struck by an earthquake measuring 8.5 on the Richter Scale. The tremor leveled more than twelve
thousand homes and ignited afire that burned for Sx days.

More than sixty thousand people perished.

Thisevent inspired Voltaire to writeCandide , in which Dr. Pangloss advises usthat thisisthe best of al
possible worlds.

Wyndham could have filled the gastank in histruck. There were gas stations at just about every exit
aong the highway, andthey seemed to be functioning well enough. He didn't bother, though.

When the truck ran out of gas, hejust pulled to the side of the road, hopped down, and struck off across
thefields. When it started getting dark—this was before he had launched himsalf on the study of just how
itisnight falls—hetook shelter in the nearest house.

It was anice place, atwo-story brick set well back from the country road he was by then walking on. It
had some big treesin the front yard. In the back, a shaded lawn doped down to the kind of woods you
seein movies, but not often in red life: enormous, old trees with generous, leaf-carpeted avenues. It was
the kind of place hiswife would have loved, and he regretted having to break awindow to get insde. But
thereit was. It wasthe end of the world and he had to have a place to deep. What €l se could he do?

Wyndham hadn't planned to stay there, but when he woke up the next morning he couldn't think of
anywhere to go. He found two non-functiona old people in one upstairs bedroom and he tried to do for
them what he had not been able to do for hiswife and daughter: Using aspade from the garage, he
garted digging agrave in the front yard. After an hour or so, his hands began to blister and crack. His
muscles—soft from sitting behind the whed of a UPS truck for al those years—rebd led.



Herested for awhile, and then he loaded the old people into the car he found parked in the garage—a
date-blue Volvo gtation wagon with 37,312 miles on the odometer. He drove them amile or two down
theroad, pulled over, and laid them out, side by side, in agrove of beech trees. Hetried to say some
words over them before he left—his wife would have wanted him to—but he couldn't think of anything
appropriate so hefindly gave it up and went back to the house.

It wouldn't have made much difference: Though Wyndham didn't know it, the old people were lapsed
Jews. According to the faith Wyndham shared with hiswife, they were doomed to burnin hel for al
eternity anyway. Both of them were firg-generation immigrants; most of their families had aready been
burned up in ovens at Dachau and Buchenwal d.

Burning wouldn't have been anything new for them.

Speaking of fires, the Triangle Shirt Waist Factory in New Y ork City burned on March 25, 1911. One
hundred and forty-six people died. Many of them might have survived, but the factory's owners had
locked the exitsto prevent theft.

Rome burned, too. It is said that Nero fiddled.

Back at the house, Wyndham washed up and made himsdf adrink from the liquor cabinet he found in
the kitchen. He'd never been much of adrinker before the world ended, but he didn't see any reason not
to giveit atry now. His experiment proved such asuccess that he began sitting out on the porch nights,
drinking gin and watching the sky. One night he thought he saw aplane, lights blinking asit arced high
overhead. L ater, sober, he concluded that it must have been a satdllite, till whipping around the planet,
beaming down telemetry to empty listening stations and abandoned command posts.

A day or two later the power went out. And afew days after that, Wyndham ran out of liquor. Using the
Volvo, he st off in search of atown. Charactersin end-of-the-world stories commonly drive vehicles of
two types: The jaded sophisticates tend to drive souped-up sports car's, often racing them aong the
Australian coastline because what € se do they haveto live for; everyone ese drives rugged SUVs. Since
the 1991 Persan Gulf War—in which some twenty-three thousand people died, most of them Iraqi
conscriptskilled by American smart bombs—military-style Humvees have been especidly coveted.
Wyndham, however, found the Volvo entirely adequate to his needs.

No one shot a him.
He was not assaulted by aroving pack of feral dogs.

Hefound atown after only fifteen minutes on the road. He didn't see any evidence of looting. Everybody
was too dead to |oot; that'sthe way it is at the end of the world.

On the way, Wyndham passed a sporting goods store where he did not stop to stock up on weapons or
survival equipment. He passed numerous abandoned vehicles, but he did not stop to sphon off some gas.
Hedid stop at the liquor store, where he smashed awindow with arock and helped himsdlf to severa
cases of gin, whiskey, and vodka. He also stopped at the grocery store, where he found the reeking
bodies of the night crew sprawled out beside carts of suppliesthat would never makeit onto the shelves.
Holding a handkerchief over his nose, Wyndham loaded up on tonic water and avariety of other mixers.
He aso got some canned goods, though he didn't fed any imperative to stock up beyond hisimmediate
needs. He ignored the bottled water.

In the book section, hedid pick up a bartender's guide.

Some end-of-the-world stories present us with two post-gpocalypse survivors, one mae and one female.



These two survivorstake it upon themselves to Repopul ate the Earth, part of their larger effort to
Reegtablish Western Civilization without the Bad Old Ways. Their names are dways artfully withheld
until the end of the story, at which point they are invariably reveded to be Adam and Eve.

Thetruthis, dmost all end-of-the-world stories are at some level Adam-and-Eve stories. That may be
why they enjoy such popularity. In theinterests of total disclosure, | will admit that in fallow periods of
my own sexua life—and, aas, these periods have been more frequent than I'd care to admit—I've often
found Adam-and-Eve pogt-holocaust fantasies strangely comforting. Being the only man dive significantly
reduces the potentia for rgjection in my view. And it cuts performance anxiety practicaly to nothing.

Therésawoman in this story, too.
Don't get your hopes up.

By thistime, Wyndham has been living in the brick house for amost two weeks. He deepsin the old
coupl€e's bedroom, and he deeps pretty well, but maybe that's the gin. Some mornings he wakes up
disoriented, wondering where hiswife is and how he cameto bein astrange place. Other mornings he
wakes up fedling like he dreamed everything €l se and this has dways been his bedroom.

One day, though, he wakes up early, to gray pre-dawn light. Someone is moving around downgtairs.
Wyndham's curious, but he's not afraid. He doesn't wish held stopped at the sporting goods store and
gotten agun. Wyndham has never shot agunin hislife. If he did shoot someone—evena
post-gpocayptic punk with cannibalism on his mind—hed probably have a breakdown.

Wyndham doesn't try to disguise his presence as he goes downgtairs. There'sawoman in the living room.
She's not bad looking, this woman—blonde in awashed-out kind of way, trim, and young, twenty-five,
thirty at the most. She doesn't look extremely clean, and she doesn't smell much better, but hygiene hasn't
been uppermost on Wyndham's mind lately, either. Who is he to judge?

"I waslooking for aplaceto deep,” the woman says.
"There's a gpare bedroom upgtairs,” Wyndham tdlls her.

The next morning—it'sreally dmaost noon, but Wyndham has gotten into the habit of deeping late—they
eat breakfast together: aPop Tart for the woman, abowl of dry Cheerios for Wyndham.

They compare notes, but we don't need to get into that. It's the end of the world and the woman doesn't
know how it happened any more than Wyndham does or you do or anybody ever does. She does most
of the talking, though. Wyndham's never been much of ataker, even a the best of times.

He doesn't ask her to stay. He doesn't ask her to leave.
He doesn't ask her much of anything.

That'show it goesdl day.

Sometimes the whole sex thingcauses the end of the world.

Infact, if you'll permit meto reference Adam and Eve just one moretime, sex and death have been
connected to the end of the world ever snce—well, the beginning of the world. Eve, despite warningsto
the contrary, eats of thefruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil and redlizes she's naked—that
is, asexud being. Then sheintroduces Adam to the idea by giving him abite of the fruit.

God punishes Adam and Evefor their transgression by kicking them out of Paradise and introducing



death into the world. And there you have it: the first gpocaypse, eros andthanatos al tied up in one negt
littlebundle, and it'sal Evesfault.

No wonder feminists don't like that story. It's a pretty corrosve view of femae sexuality when you think
about it.

Coincidentaly, perhaps, one of my favorite end-of-the-world storiesinvolves some astronauts who fall
into atime warp; when they get out they learn that al the men are dead. The women have done pretty
well for themsalvesin the meantime. They no longer need men to reproduce and they've set up asociety
that seemsto work okay without men—»better in fact than our messy two-sex societies ever have.

But do the men Stay out of it?

They do not. They're men, after al, and they're driven by their need for sexual dominance. It's genetically

encoded s0 to speak, and it's not long before they're trying to turn this Eden into another fallen world. It's
sex that does it, violent male sex—rape, actualy. In other words, sex that's more about the violence than

the sex.

And certainly nothing to do with love.

Which, when you think about it, isa pretty corrosve view of male sexudity.
The more things change the more they stay the same, | guess.

Wyndham, though.

Wyndham heads out on the porch around three. HE's got some tonic. HeE's got some gin. It'swhat he
does now. He doesn't know where the woman is, doesn't have strong fedlings on the issue either way.

He's been sitting there for hours when shejoins him. Wyndham doesn't know what timeiit is, but the air
has that hazy underwater quaity that comes around twilight. Darknessis starting to pool under the trees,
the crickets are tuning up, and it's so peaceful that for amoment Wyndham can dmost forget that it'sthe
end of theworld.

Then the screen door claps shut behind the woman. Wyndham can tdll right away that she's done
something to herself, though he couldn't tell you for surewhat it is. that magic women do, he guesses. His
wife used to do it, too. She aways |ooked good to him, but sometimes she looked just flat-out amazing.
Some powder, alittle blush. Lipstick. Y ou know.

And he appreciates the effort. He does. He'sflattered even. She's an attractive woman. Intelligent, too.
Thetruthis, though, he'sjust not interested.

She stsbeside him, and dl the time she'stalking. And though she doesn't say it in so many words, what
she'stalking about is Repopulating the World and Reestablishing Western Civilization. She's talking about
Duty. She'stalking about it because that's what you're supposed to talk about at timeslike this. But
underneath that is sex. And undernegth that, way down, isloneliness—and he has some sympathy for
that, Wyndham does. After awhile, she touches Wyndham, but he's got nothing. He might aswell be
dead down there.

"What'swrong with you?’ she says.

Wyndham doesn't know how to answer her. He doesn't know how to tell her that the end of the world
isn't about any of that stuff. The end of the world is about something else, he doesn't have aword for it.



So, anyway, Wyndham'swife.

She has another book on her nightstand, too. She doesn't read it every night, only on Sundays. But the
week before the end of the world the story she was reading was the story of Job.

Y ou know the story, right?

It goeslikethis: God and Satan—the Adversary, anyway; that's probably the better trand ation—make a
wager. They want to see just how much shit God's most faithful servant will et before he renounces his
faith. The servant's name is Job. So they make the wager, and God starts feeding Job shit. Takes his
riches, takes his cettle, takes his health. Deprives him of hisfriends. On and on. Finaly—and thisisthe
part that always got to Wyndham—God takes Job'swife and his children.

Let me darify: Inthis context “takes’ should beread as“kills.”

Y ou with me on this? Like Krakatoa, avolcanic idand that used to exist between Java and Sumatra. On
August 27, 1883, Krakatoa exploded, spewing ash fifty milesinto the sky and vomiting up five cubic
miles of rock. The concussion was heard three thousand miles away. It created tsunamis towering one
hundred twenty feet intheair. Imagine dl that water crashing down on the flimsy villagesthat lined the
shores of Javaand Sumatra.

Thirty thousand people died.
Every single one of them had aname.
Job'swife and kids. Dead. Just like thirty thousand nameless Javanese.

Asfor Job? He kegps shoveling down the shit. He will not renounce God. He kegpsthe faith. And he's
rewarded: God gives him back hisriches, his cattle. God restores his health, and sends him friends. God
replaces hiswife and kids.

Pay attention: Word choice isimportant in an end-of-the-world story.
| said “replaces” not “restores.”
Different wife. Different kids.

The other wife, the other kids? They stay dead, gone, non-functioning, erased forever from the Earth, just
like the dinosaurs and the twelve million undesirablesincinerated by the Nazis and the five hundred
thousand daughtered in Rwanda and the 1.7 million murdered in Cambodia and the sixty million
immolated in the Middle Passage.

That merry prankster God.
That jokester.
That'swhat the end of the world is about, Wyndham wantsto say. Therest isjust details.

By this point the woman (Y ou want her to have aname? She deserves one, don't you think?) has sarted
to weep softly. Wyndham getsto hisfeet and goesinto the dark kitchen for another glass. Then he
comes back out to the porch and makes a gin and tonic. He sits beside her and presses the cool glass
upon her. It'sall he knowsto do.

"Here” hesays. “Drink this. It help.”



