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The Ark: The Journey Home

“[E]ither a nuclear confrontation or environmental catastrophe will cripple the Earth at some point in the next 1,000 years. However, by then our ingenious race will have found a way to slip the surly bonds of Earth and will therefore survive the disaster.” Stephen Hawking
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Chapter 1
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When I arrived at my former house at 6:30 in the morning I was carrying two empty duffel bags. I was there to pack them. The van would pick me up in a half-hour.

The two bags were all I was allowed. I’m only 34 years old, so it was weird to think it was possible to get everything I would need for a lifelong trip into two duffels, but those were the rules. I was told to bring two, no more and no less, and to fill them with normal Earth-bound civilian items. That was defined as whatever I felt would tie me to “home,” although I could bring no weapons of any kind. Pocket knives and even ink pens, for example, were taboo. Everything we needed would be provided as necessary.

My bags were milk-chocolate brown corduroy with tan canvas straps. I’d bought them specifically so they would stand out. I wasn’t sure whether I’d be allowed to carry them directly to my quarters aboard the ship or whether they would be mixed, at first, with other bags in a storage area somewhere. In case of the latter, I wanted to be able to identify them quickly.

Louise met me at the door. 

She’d gotten a new hairstyle to go along with her new life, a pixie-cut that accentuated her thin face and her trim figure. She was wearing her light blue jeans with the tail of a peasant blouse tied at her flat tummy. On her feet were the white leather thong sandals I’d bought for her last Christmas. Probably only a coincidence it was my favorite outfit. 

She stepped aside and welcomed me into the house with a gesture, no words. 

I nodded to say hello and moved past her, then started down the hallway to the bedroom. 

Divorces come in different styles. Ours was very civil, but stiff. Maybe even stilted. We’d both made life-changing decisions. Hers was that we should divorce. Mine was to leave the earth and everything and everyone on it behind for the rest of my life. So really, there was nothing significant left to say.

As she followed me down the hall, she said, “What do you want me to do with the rest of your stuff?”

I’d moved out of the house at her behest a little over three months ago. I’d been living in an extended-stay hotel, hoping against hope for a reconciliation, and I had taken only the barest necessities with me. But for some reason, her question stung a little. I wanted to stop, turn with my hands on my hips and say, What possible difference does it make? Pile it in the back yard and burn it for all I care.

But I didn’t. We’d been polite bordering on friendly through the entire divorce proceedings, and I wanted to keep it that way. So I kept walking and simply shrugged. “Whatever you want. Sell it. Give it away. Or—” Again, Pile it in the back yard and burn it rose in my throat, but I pushed it back down.

She didn’t respond, but followed me to what had been our bedroom. 

She didn’t follow me inside though. She stopped at the door.

I didn’t really care.

I went about my business, retrieving my duffels from the floor of the half-empty closet and plopping them onto the bed where they formed two elongated flat-ended circles. Then I turned back to the closet and began selecting the hanging clothes I would take with me. My remaining small clothing was in the top three drawers of a chest. On top of the chest were a few books. I’d take a few of those along too.

I could feel her watching as I packed. She was behind me, standing in the doorway. After several minutes of silence I’d all but forgotten she was there. 

In those silent minutes, I’d filled the first bag, zipped it shut, and hefted it to the center of the bed. That one contained my heavier items: my boots and loafers in the bottom, then my jeans, trousers, and jackets, all neatly folded. My belts, plus a dictionary and a few other books, took up the remaining space. 

The second bag took less time to pack. It contained my lightweight items: my extra running shoes wrapped in a plastic bag in the bottom, then a few pullover shirts and t-shirts—again neatly folded—and then my underwear and socks. It was almost filled, still open, and sitting where I’d positioned it the near edge of the bed.

As I added the last few items, Louise said quietly, “Are you sure about this, Mark?”

I didn’t turn around, but her tone of voice told me her arms were probably crossed over her chest. She was probably leaning her right shoulder against the door frame too. I imagined her right foot was crossed over her left at the ankle, her toes pressed into the carpet, her right foot rocking slightly back and forth. That was her favorite pose over the years, though I think she assumed it subconsciously. Favorite or not, it was the pose she most often took when she wanted to convey that she cared but not too much.

As I carefully positioned twelve pairs of socks, four of the lighter dress socks variety and eight heavier and warmer, I said, “Sure I’m sure. Why wouldn’t I be? It’s a great opportunity.” Unable to stop myself but still without looking around, I added, “And you have to admit the timing is pretty much perfect.” Then I silently huffed, threw in a handful of underwear without bothering to fold it, zipped the bag shut a little too hard and turned around. “The divorce is final in what, three days?”

I was pleased to see I was right about her stance. It was exactly as I’d pictured it. But that’s how well you know someone after eleven years of wedded bliss.

She only looked at me, then shrugged, her right shoulder still pressed against the door frame. Quietly, she said, “I guess so. I mean, I think it’s three days.”

I wanted to say, You guess? As if you don’t know? As if you haven’t been counting the hours? 

But I didn’t. Instead I smiled. “That’s what I meant about the timing. I think that’s the same day we lift off.” 

The need to take a breath overcame me and I paused, then shook my head slightly. “It’ll be fine, Louise.” I gestured around me. “You have the house and your car and your job and your friends, and I get to go exploring. What could be better?” I shrugged. “It’s the perfect solution for both of us.” After a second, I said, “As for my stuff, you should probably sell my pickup for sure. You never liked it, and it’s a good truck. It should bring at least twenty thousand.” 

Both our names were on the title of both our vehicles, with or between the names.

“But,” she said, then bit her bottom lip to bite off whatever thought had tried to escape. “I mean, you’ll never be back? Ever?”

I wanted to say, snarkily, that was one thing she would never have to worry about. But I knew that wasn’t what she meant. Louise wasn’t that way. She was a very sweet woman. She just wanted what she wanted. So instead I shook my head as I turned away. “No reason for me to come back.” I picked up the more distant bag first, then the closer one, and turned to face her again. I felt my own eyebrows arch slightly despite my desire to appear neutral and nonchalant. “Is there?”

“Mark, please, we’ve been over—”

“I know, I know. Sorry. And it really is fine. Really.” I smiled again. “Hey, consider it a rhetorical question.” 

But really it wasn’t a question at all. It was a transition. It was a way to let her know I was ready to move on if that’s what she wanted. It was a signal to her that if this is what she really wanted, she should straighten in the doorway and step aside so I could pass out of her life. Well, and maybe it was to offer her one final opportunity to change her mind.

She didn’t move, and maybe worse, she didn’t say anything. 

I raised my arms slightly, held the bags a little away from my sides. “I guess I’m ready.” Another transition.

She huffed a little, pushed her shoulder away from the door frame and straightened. But her arms remained crossed over her chest, and she only turned a little and leaned her back against the door frame. When she spoke again, her voice was a little less calm and she almost huffed again. Maybe the edge of a little frustration bleeding through. “I was just saying, you don’t have to leave the planet, for Christ’s sake.” Then she shook her head, turned away and started down the hall toward the living room.

And just like that, the doorway to our bedroom was empty. For a long moment, I just stared at the void she’d left. Somehow it had become a portal, and it dawned on me I was about to walk through it for the final time.

I could have said, maybe even wanted to say, Hell, I know that. Don’t you think I know that? and let it follow her down the hall, but like I said earlier, civility rules. Besides, I really did have to leave the planet. It was as if my place on The Ark had been preordained. 

I was one of literally thousands who had applied for a position on the crew. Originally I was going to apply for both of us to go as two of the repopulation passengers. But Louise hadn’t wanted any part of that crazy idea, and she had nixed the idea immediately. 

Her hands on her hips, a look of disbelief on her face, and practically screeching, she’d said, “Leave Earth? Never see my friends again? Or my family? That’s not going to happen, Mark!”

So in the absence of her agreement to go as repopulation passengers, I’d applied to go as part of the crew. That was while we were going through a rough patch a little over a year ago. Then things had improved, and when I received the notification that I’d been invited back for a second interview, I ignored it. 

But when the worm turned again and Louise told me she’d filed for divorce, I pulled the notification out of my papers and re-read it. Ah! I could respond anytime up to one month before The Ark departed. That was followed with a terse warning that the better assignments probably would go quickly. 

When I re-read that invitation, I saw that The Ark was scheduled for departure in exactly 35 days. I donned my jacket and drove to the recruitment center.
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The line in the reception area of the recruitment center was remarkably short. There were only seven men and women in front of me, and two men behind me. 

When I’d worked my way to the front, I finally saw a pleasantly plump, middle-aged to elderly woman sitting below eye level behind the high counter that served as the reception desk. Her blue-white hair looked like a wooly helmet. She was wearing a grandmotherly white dress covered with a pink floral print. The brass-colored nameplate slipped into the wooden holder atop the counter read Mrs. Forehand. 

Without looking up, she extended her hand past the nameplate, palm up. “Your invitation please?”

I put it in her hand. Her skin was almost transparent.

Through black-plastic rimmed reading glasses perched halfway down her nose, she studied my invitation for a moment with a practiced eye, then glanced up. “Your initial interview was over a year ago? Why are you back now?”

I was a little embarrassed. I put both forearms on the counter and leaned slightly forward. “Oh. My, uh—” I cleared my throat. “My personal situation has changed.”

She flicked a glance at the golden band on the ring finger of my left hand, then back up at me. “Ah, divorce huh? Sorry to hear that.”

I felt my brow furrow. Quietly, I said, “Yes, but how’d you know?”

She set my application on a stand to the right of her computer screen. “Just a moment, please.” She looked at her computer screen, apparently scanning a document that was already open. From the way her eyes were moving, it was probably a spreadsheet.

When she found what she was looking for, she repositioned her mouse cursor. As she quickly clacked a few keys while looking at my application, she said, “For one thing, you’re wearing a ring, but you applied for an individual position on the crew, not for a couple as part of the repopulation passengers.” 

She shifted her gaze to another area of the screen, then shifted her mouse cursor again. As she tapped a few more keys, she said, “And for another, you waited ‘til practically the last minute to come in for your second interview. So probably you were waiting to see what would happen in your personal life.” 

Finally she looked up and passed the invitation back to me. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you, young man. Maybe this will.” Then she gestured with her chin toward a yellowish brown metal door. “Through there, fourth door on the left. And good luck.” She smiled, showing two perfect rows of false teeth, then shifted her gaze toward whomever was behind me in line. “Next?”

At least she didn’t ask whether I was sure. I was relieved, because I really can’t say what my response would have been.

I tried the doorknob, and at first I thought the door was locked. But the woman before me in line had gone through it only a moment ago. As had six others.

I tried again, a little more firmly. 

There was a quiet metal-on-metal snap, probably the bolt clearing the faceplate, on which it had apparently been caught. I pulled the door open, walked through, and found myself in a hallway. It was almost dark and considerably cooler compared to the warm, well-lighted reception office. Probably partly because of the dingy green block walls. Fluorescent light fixtures ran down the center of the acoustic tile ceiling. The fixture above me was out. 

What did she say? Fourth door on the left?

I wasn’t sure. I walked down the hallway and stopped at the fourth door on the left, tapped lightly on it with a fingernail, then opened it tentatively. This one didn’t stick.

Behind a government-grey metal desk to my right front, a stocky, balding man in a short-sleeved shirt and tie looked up. He looked to be in his 50s. His slightly rumpled jacket hung behind him on a small coat rack. He smiled and gestured. “Come in, come in!”

“Thanks.” I approached the desk and handed him the invitation. 

He gestured toward a grey padded metal-frame chair with square legs in front of the desk as he looked at the application. “Have a seat, Mr. ... Hanson, is it?”

“Yes sir.” 

He laughed quietly. “I stopped being a sir a long time ago. I’m just Jack.” He leaned forward in his chair and extended his right hand across his desk. “Good to meet you.”

After we shook hands, he settled back into his chair. He spent a moment looking at the invitation, then looked up at me again. “So why now, Mr. Hanson?”

“Mark, please.”

He smiled again. His eyes were a cold, light blue, like ice, and I felt like they were looking right through me. “Okay. So why now, Mark?”

“I know it’s been awhile. When I applied, my wife and I were having some problems. Then things got better.” I shrugged. “But finally she decided we shouldn’t be married anymore.”

“And you agreed?”

I met his gaze. “I want whatever she wants.”

“I see. So you’re serious about this? Going aboard The Ark I mean?”

“Yes sir. I mean Jack.”

For a moment, he only looked at me. “All right. Let me dig out your application.” He stood, turned away, and scanned the labels on the drawers of a filing cabinet with his right index finger. He was wearing dark trousers with a narrow black leather belt. I’d bet money he was former military. Probably wearing black patent leather shoes too. 

Finally he opened the third drawer. He let his fingers walk over the first few file folders for a moment, then pulled one out and turned around. He grinned. “Name like Hanson, it might’ve been in the back of the second drawer or near the front of the third. Turns out I guessed right.”

He took a seat again, flipped open the folder and started reading. After a moment that I passed nervously, he said, “I see your first choice was to fill the billet as the executive officer. Why not commanding officer?”

“I’ve never been a commanding officer, at least not of a major unit. I guess I’d rather help the CO make decisions than have the responsibility for them.”

His gaze steady on mine, he nodded. “An honest answer. I like that.” He looked down at the application again. “And your second choice was security officer.” He looked up and grinned again. “And in parentheses, you added ‘or any position on the bridge’. That still how you feel?”

“Yes sir.” 

He closed the folder with a light slap then adjusted his position in his chair. “Okay, let me skip to the chase, Mark. As you probably have surmised, the position of XO was filled quickly.” He paused. “Though honestly with your background, you might have had a good shot if you’d come back sooner. Like almost immediately.” He laughed quietly.

“I understand, sir. No problem.”

“Unfortunately, all the other bridge positions were filled quickly too. Of course, if something untoward happens on the bridge and someone is disabled or killed or if someone goes AWOL—” He paused. “Well, I guess it’s pretty unlikely anyone will go AWOL.” He laughed. “But if anyone gets fired, say, then they’ll have to fill that position again. And if you’re anywhere in the crew, you’ll have a shot.”

I frowned. “Really? They wouldn’t promote directly from among the other officers on the bridge?”

He shook his head. “Not necessarily. The captain will look at all qualified candidates—well, crewmen, at that point—and then he’ll choose whomever he feels is the most qualified.”

I must have looked a little perplexed.

He added, “The bridge crew have ranks and a pecking order, but only because it’s necessary for delegation of responsibility. They aren’t actual military.”

“Ah,” I said, and nodded as if that explained everything.

“So you’d be okay with a different position for now?”

“I just want to go. I want to be part of the crew. So sure. Whatever you’ve got.”

He laughed again. I had a feeling if we were on the same side of the desk, he’d have slapped me on the back. “Good! Good! That might be the best answer I’ve ever heard.”

He looked down and wrote something on my application.

A surreal feeling descended over me. I was in. But I wanted verification. I wanted to say So I’m in? Really? but I kept myself in check.
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Jack rewarded my patience. When he looked up, he said, “Listen, Mark, to be honest it’s really late in crew selection. We have only two positions left. So it’s really up to you. If you want one of those two positions, you’re in.”

I almost said What are they? but I didn’t want to risk him changing his mind. So instead I grinned. “Like I said, I just wanna go.”

He laughed again and shook his head. “I have to say, I like your attitude. Kind of makes me wish I was going too.” He paused, then picked up a pen and poised it over my application. “One position is bartender. The other is general maintenance, as in a janitor. Or a sanitation engineer, or whatever they’re called nowadays. So which one do you want?”

I was almost floored with disappointment, though I tried not to let it show. During my Marine Corps career, I’d been in charge of an armory, so the security officer position was right up my alley. Later I’d served as the Nuclear, Biological and Chemical Weapons Defense officer, then as a platoon commander and later XO and then CO of a firing battery of HAWK missiles. (HAWK is a government acronym for Homing All the Way Killer, and no, I’m not kidding.) Finally I served as the executive officer of the battalion. Then I was wounded and took early retirement.

After I reentered civilian life, I’d also worked as a janitor in a high school. I was the same guy I’d always been, but people walked past me as if I wasn’t there. And if I have one personality flaw, it’s that I don’t like to go unnoticed. I’m not a showoff, but I don’t care for anonymity. 

On the other hand, the one thing I’d never been before was a bartender, but how hard could it be? Besides, in that role, I definitely wouldn’t be anonymous. And I would presumably have the ear, at least informally, of pretty much everyone aboard the ship. 

Only a second or two had passed when I met his gaze. “Y’know, actually I’d love to be a bartender.” 

Jack laughed as he shook his head and jotted a quick note in my folder. Still looking down, he said, “I do admire your attitude.” Then, just like that, he picked up a rubber stamp, tapped it on a red ink pad, and stamped APPROVED across my application. Then he closed the folder, stood and passed it across the desk with his left hand. “There you go, buddy. You’re all set.”

I stood too, and he reached across with his right hand to shake again. As he pumped my hand, he said, “Welcome aboard, Mr. Hanson. Like I said, I only wish I could go along. I have a feeling it’s going to be interesting.” 

After we shook hands, he sat back down, but I turned away. 

I couldn’t believe it! I was approved! 

Soon, I’d be transported to the first-ever generation ship in human history! I’d be making history! I’d be among the very first humans actually delving into deep space. It was a surreal feeling to say the least.

As I turned away and reached for the doorknob, from behind me Jack said, “Are you forgetting anything?”

The doorknob still in my hand, I turned back. “I’m sorry?”

That grin had spread across his face again. “I was just wondering whether you have any other questions.” 

Oh crap. Was it all a mistake? Or a cruel joke? Was he going to tell me of course I wasn’t approved, that I should have answered the call when I was first invited back? God, please don’t let it be that! But I only canted my head a little and frowned. “I’m sorry. Am I missing something?”

He laughed again. “Maybe. How are you gonna get to The Ark? When do you leave? Where do you go? I doubt they’re gonna just beam you up, am I right?”

I felt heat rise into my cheeks. “Oh crap, you’re right! I completely forgot! I’m sorry.”

The grin still on his face, he wagged one hand at me. “Hey, don’t worry about it. Completely understandable. I imagine you’re in a mental fog right now. I know I would be.”

“Right.” I moved back toward the desk but remained standing. “So how do I get to The Ark? When do I leave or— Well, what happens next?”

He laughed again, then pointed to the folder I was holding. “First, don’t misplace your folder. You’ll need it. Second, you have a little while to tidy up any last-minute details, but I do mean last minute. Have you ever worked as a bartender?”

Quietly, I said, “No sir. Not really.” I paused. “Not at all.”

“That’s all right. Buy a copy of The Bartender’s Guide. Parragon Publishing. You can get a good used copy almost anywhere. Then study it. Maybe mix a few drinks for friends. You’ll be fine. Okay?”

“Sure. And thanks.”

“Don’t worry about it. Now, is it okay if the van picks you up at the address listed in the folder?”

“The van?” I opened the folder and looked at the first page, my application. The address I’d listed was my house. Well, Louise’s house. I didn’t live there anymore, but almost everything I owned was still there. And really, would she mind? I didn’t think she would. Not really. 

I looked up at Jack. “Sure. Yes, they can pick me up there. When?”

“Okay, first, you’re allowed two 90L duffel bags, no more, no less.”

I frowned. “Ninety L?” 

He nodded. “They’re about thirty inches long. Bring clothing and other civilian items that will remind you of home.” He wagged one finger side to side. “But no weapons of any kind. Not even a pocket knife or a fingernail clipper with a fingernail file on it or a ballpoint pen, okay? Everything you need will be provided for you once you’re aboard The Ark.

“The van—a black van—will come for you at 7 a.m. on—” He paused and consulted his desk calendar, then looked up at me again. “The 10th of next month. That’s not quite four weeks from now. The van will take you to the airport where you’ll catch a plane. The plane will take you to New Mexico where you’ll undergo three days of familiarization training. Then you’ll be transported up to The Ark.” He paused and grinned. “Now, any other questions?”

I grinned back at him. “Is there anything else I forgot to ask about?”

He laughed and rocked back in his chair. “Not that I know of. Have a safe flight, Mr. Hanson, and God speed.”

I leaned over his desk to shake his hand again. “Thanks so much, Jack. Take care of yourself.”

“I’ll do that,” he said, “and you do the same. Good luck to you.”

A moment later I’d gone back up the hallway, through the reception area and was on the sidewalk in the bright sunlight.

I spent the next few weeks visiting friends to say goodbye. I spoke only occasionally with Louise, first to let her know I’d been accepted for assignment to The Ark and then a few times just to catch up and see how she was doing. 

And then most recently, I called her yesterday to let her know I would stop by this morning to pack a few things.
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Standing with my back to the bed, my filled duffel bags dangling from my hands by their straps, I glanced around the bedroom, our bedroom, for the last time.

I’d bought this house, a quiet suburban ranch, shortly before we were married. I’d seen several others that interested me, but Louise had brought me a brochure folded open to the listing for this one, and her eyes had shone with hope as she handed it to me. She even clasped her hands together right after I took it, as if subliminally praying I’d agree. And I had—whatever would make her happy—but I pretended not to. I wanted it to be a surprise, and it was. How happy she was that day! 

But all of that was just a wistful memory of the past. It was gone. 

I looked at the door again, which is to say I looked at the absence of Louise.

How many times had I passed through that door in eleven years, two months and fourteen days? At least twice each day, and probably a lot more times than that. But this would be the last time. 

The first time I walked through it, I was carrying Louise and we both were laughing. This time I would walk through it alone, after she’d turned away, her arms still crossed over her chest, and left it a void. A portal to the rest of my life.

Ah well. What is life if
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