

[image: Cover]



Another Like Me

 

 

Albert Norton, Jr.

 

 

 

 

 


[image: ]



eLectio Publishing

Little Elm, TX

www.eLectioPublishing.com



Another Like Me

By Albert Norton, Jr.

Copyright 2015 by Albert Norton, Jr.

Cover Design by eLectio Publishing, LLC

ISBN-13: 978-1-63213-106-5

Published by eLectio Publishing, LLC

Little Elm, Texas

http://www.eLectioPublishing.com

5  4  3  2  1      eLP     20  19  18  17  16  15

The eLectio Publishing editorial team consists of Christine LePorte, Lori Draft, Jim Eccles, and Sheldon James.

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

Publisher’s Note

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.



 


Table of Contents

Cover Page and Copyright Information

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

About the Author


Another Like Me



Chapter 1

A map of unpeopled geography was spread out on the hood of the car. Jack stood in the middle of West 59th Street, looking south down the Avenue of the Americas. He picked up the map and walked around to the other side of his vehicle, this time with a view of Central Park in front of him. He spread the map out again, now properly oriented. It was a quiet morning. Birds twittered. A darkened traffic light suspended above the intersection creaked in the cool breeze. Jack zipped up his jacket, holding the map down with one elbow. Then he resumed his study of it. 

He was ready to quit Manhattan but had paused to acquire a heavier winter coat to supplement the lighter one he now wore. The heavy coat was now carefully stowed in the car, along with other clothes, two spare tires, gas cans, food, water, rifles, and ammunition. He needed to go generally west, through New Jersey, and then south, but he opted against the Hudson tunnels. He could zip up either side of the park and be at the George Washington Bridge in no time. He folded the map and reached inside the passenger side of the vehicle to stow it in a worn leather notebook which was embossed on the front with his name, Jackson Pence, and his former employer’s logo, a stylized “RMS” for Royles, McLellan & Story. Attorneys at law. New York. 

He drove fast, but only on the streets he was well familiar with. Once he approached the bridge, he slowed. The roads were not what they had once been. He’d found this out the hard way in his last brand-new SUV. Distracted by a fallen tree at one side of the road, he’d missed an upheaval of the road right in front of him. Going way too fast. There had been an accident. A solo accident, of course. And a solo recovery. It had taken an entire summer before he was close to feeling himself again, and then he had the brutal New York winter to contend with. And then the following spring, he had explored the northeast and his hometown on Long Island in earnest, all the while attempting to come to terms with a possible future of being alone. But whatever that future might be, he would not be detained here, in the empty capital of the former world. 

Jack’s modest goal for the day was to cross into Virginia. Sticking to multi-lane highways, he made it without incident and then cruised the outskirts of Winchester, Virginia for a place to spend the night. This turned into a longer undertaking than he had guessed it would. There were plenty of commercial places he could bed down in, if he chose, but the ones he glanced over at as he passed by looked like they would be uncomfortable. No moveable windows, usually, and either cold or stuffy hot—never in keeping with the actual weather outside. Once, near Boston, he had tried staying in a furniture store. Plenty of soft beds, but no moving air. His ideal would be a house with furniture and a fireplace—one that was left uninhabited when it had been last closed up, many months before. Jack finally found a place that he thought would do. Then he went driving around, as was his habit in each town he encountered, looking for signs of life. And foraging for food. He lay down that night thinking of how, in former times while traveling, he would be restless and likely sleepless on his first night in a new place. On this night, however, he was asleep almost immediately. 

Early the next day, Jack resumed his southwest travel, but this time off of the interstate. He started out with a view to gassing up and rechecking his provisions again. A likely-looking gas station sat at an intersection ahead, and Jack pulled in for a fill-up. Parking next to the ground-level fill caps, he could see that they were not locked. He released the hood and eased out of the vehicle, feeling some creakiness in his low back and scanning by habit in all directions for movement. In a moment, he had the storage tank cap off and set to one side. Taking a weathered milk crate from the storage area in the back of the vehicle, he carried it to the front and removed a 12-volt pump, hooking its power line to the car battery by means of alligator clips already positioned for this purpose. Unwinding a tightly-coiled one-inch gas hose from the milk crate, he attached it by a coupling—already attached to the hose—into the pump. The other end of the hose he connected to a rigid one-inch section of pipe, and then lowered the far end of the pipe with the suction stub into the tank, letting it gently touch bottom and then pulling it a foot or so back up before engaging the pump. In a few moments, he had gasoline, nice and clear, so he stopped the process, wedged the discharge into his car’s gas tank, and began his fill-up.

Taking his map in hand, he scanned alternate routes. The rustle of the map and the mild breeze were the only sounds around him until he heard the gushing of the liquid that could only come from an overfull gas tank next to him. Jack sprang to the nozzle, but there was no nozzle, only the end of his heavy plastic hose stuffed into the entry pipe for his gas tank. He pulled the hose out and dropped it down and away so that the gas continued to pour away from him, downhill. And then he stilled the pump, grousing at himself over the unaesthetic ending to the routine task. Jack made up for the sloppiness of the operation by cleaning his equipment fastidiously and putting everything away just so. When his vehicle was ship-shape, he replaced the fill cap on its brass threads, even though he knew it was unlikely that he would ever come this way again. 

His car was well-stocked for food, as it always was, but rather than break into that stash, he decided to breakfast on whatever he might find inside the adjoining store. Scanning his surroundings again, he went up to the door, pushing firmly on the door handle. Locked. A good sign. In a few seconds, he had the doors pried open and was inside. No sickening musty smell at all, but the air was a little stale with the expected funk of long-trapped mold. It was reasonably light inside, given the windows all along the front of the building. A quick survey of the food offerings, such as they were, told him they had escaped ravaging by rodents. Some long out-of-date granola bars might do, but just in case, he bagged a few cans of soup, the hearty-eater kind, with easy-open lids. He liberated a few cans of soda, too, and walked out of the store, for once forgetting to check his surroundings.

Halfway to his car, Jack heard the low growl and instantly knew that the dogs could get to him before he could get to his car where his rifles were. Two dogs stepped forward menacingly from around the corner of the gas station closest to the SUV. More followed. He couldn’t yet know how many there were in total, but one round, he thought, ought to suffice. He unholstered his .45 and discharged a round over the heads of the dogs, which caused the animals to shrink back. But the lead dog quickly recovered and moved forward again. Jack left it dead. The other dogs scampered, and moments later, all was still again but for the ringing in Jack’s ears. The intersection suddenly seemed claustrophobic, and he resumed his journey.

Driving again. How many miles, he wondered, since his town-hopping days around the Northeast, after the great flash epidemic and after the panic, but before his accident? The landscape now seemed to flow more smoothly past than it had then—not broken up by short city blocks as in New York nor by tiny towns every few miles as it had been when he ventured into the smaller states of the Northeast. The only governor of his speed now was his own care, watching the road itself for surviving livestock, fallen trees, and man-made debris of various kinds that had once been transported by truck. There were other dangers were out there, too. Jack watched now for deer that might come hurtling out of the forest and headlong into his vehicle. There had been close calls. Why would the deer choose to bound across the road just in front of him when there was no other moving car on the road? It seemed there were deer everywhere, and everywhere they were bony but still energetic. They had the overly-startled look of starvation brought on by overpopulation and migration. 

The drive down Interstate 81 was reasonably fast, with very few of the uncleared traffic obstructions that were more common on narrower roads, sometimes necessitating a turn-around and an alternate route. But, on the other hand, the interstates seemed soulless, even in their overgrown state from years of lack of maintenance. Jack was ever drawn to the towns, the semblance of remembered civilization seeming to be somehow more real there. But in short order, the town would seem more lonely even than the empty, open highway. Unkempt greenswards, overgrown parks, signs of desultory looting, long ceased—these and a general cast of dust and disuse would soon repel him back toward the highways and the unsettled places. All those empty places of work. All those houses full of clothed skeletons. 

Jack left I-81 and paralleled it for a bit on State Route 11 to take a more circuitous but less monotonous route through what had once been fairly affluent horse farms and somewhat less-developed but larger working farms with cross-fenced beef pasturage, all of it now grown over and spotted with young pines. He reminded himself to be on the lookout for large but stupid cattle that still survived and turned up in unexpected places. A beautiful sylvan drive seemed just the thing, though, before driving with the barest wisp of hope of contact into yet another town, this time Staunton, Virginia, what he would have regarded as a quaint but not-too-small town in earlier days. Out of habit, he turned on the radio and hit the “scan” button, listening to the barely perceptible electric hum for a half-minute before flicking the radio back off. 

He was going forty miles an hour and had excellent sight distance. He could have zipped along much faster here. Jack was struck by the contrast between his former life and his life now. Then, he was impatient. One reason he liked New York City was that it was a walking city, and he found foot traffic less frustrating than automobile traffic. But no traffic of any kind was best. He’d always been in a hurry. He was in a hurry to leave his family on Long Island to go to school. He was in a hurry to get to law school—and then through it—and then to a fast-paced legal practice, in where else but New York. He was an up-and-comer, just hitting his full career stride when the world was turned upside down. He had thrived on the approbation of those around him, even as he regarded himself as tough-minded, independent, a self-sufficient man. 

And now here he was, plodding along at forty miles an hour just because he had no reason to hurry. He might as well be observant of what was around him. More from habit than genuine hope, he put his efforts more into looking for signs of life—human life—than in getting from point A to B. For most of his life, people had been in his way, obstacles to get around. But in recent days, he had been preoccupied with the question of whether anyone was left, reluctantly concluding from what he’d seen in the last three years that the answer was most likely “no.” 

It was developing into a fine day. Ahead of him, the road swung up a rise and curved to the left and then descended. At the peak of the curve, on the uphill side, was an old farmhouse, in excellent shape but for the undergrowth all around it. It must have been beautiful when the grass was mown and fallen debris cleared. The house was interesting and well-situated, but not ostentatious. For some reason, Jack imagined that a large, happy family must have lived there. He slowed and turned the SUV into a level, graveled place beside the house, still quite suitable as a parking area despite not having been continuously tamped down in recent years. He walked up a few concrete steps built into the rise from the car park, then across a beaten path where, even now, the weeds stopped short of the packed soil. Mounting the steps, Jack paused and turned away from the house, looking south, taking in a panorama of hills rolling into the Shenandoah distance, the sun to the left of him still casting moderately long shadows, the light easing in transition from the orange of morning to the yellow of midday. The road he had driven in on was before him, but at an elevation well below the porch so that it was inconspicuous, and across the road he was treated to a vista of park-like pastures, if somewhat overgrown, dotted with majestic oaks here and there but then congregated more congenially together where the land folded downward to sweep water from the open fields. Jack plopped down into one of the oversized rocking chairs arranged on the porch.

The truth was that he was in a sort of existential funk. Something had clicked in him when he’d looked down at that speedometer and realized for once that he wasn’t running the car out at the fastest speed he dared to go. His concern for avoiding another solo accident was no longer the limiting factor in his driving, and his change in attitude seemed to have happened all at once. He realized that in all this time of scurrying from one place to another, he’d been driven more by the habits of a lifetime thus far than by the exigencies of his now radically changed circumstances. At first, in a sweat and in urgency, he’d confirmed the deaths of everyone in his family and all of his closest friends. But that was then. What was the hurry now? He’d not asked himself that before. Among the daily thinning number of survivors, he’d watched first the panic and then the slide into the malaise of inevitability, and yet in all of that had not pondered his own end. Instead, he’d managed. He’d held his emotions in check, in a survival mode, for so, so long. And then the accident—broken ribs, he surmised, and untreated internal injuries that he could only wait out. And a few gashes that thankfully remained uninfected. In his time of convalescence, with all of his energies employed in surviving a New York winter, he had come to grips with his new vulnerability. 

And perhaps now, he thought, he was coming to grips with something even more alarming—his very reason for being here. “Here” meaning on Earth. Why did he continue to breathe? If millions were dead all around him, why not him, too? Maybe his latent misanthropy had caught up with him—in some way ordained by the cosmos—and now he was being punished with life without people. Then he smiled at his own foolishness. How was life without people worse than death with them? 

While still in New York, when he was starting to be able to get around and the tasks of food-getting and heat-generating no longer consumed him, Jack had worked out a few “what next” scenarios. He’d worked it out that there were around seven billion people on Earth, until recently. The landmass of the earth, he read, was around fifty-seven million square miles. Much of that landmass was uninhabitable in the best of times, of course. Nearly all of Antarctica and most of the Sahara and significant parts north of the Arctic Circle. The Himalayas, he supposed. Forbidding terrain in many another area, too. Maybe half the surface of the earth was really inhabitable? That would mean about five acres per person. Enough to survive even if they were to be more independent, with no one choosing to live in cities or within complex economies that allowed for more dense population but yet comfortable, or at least adequate, living. Jack imagined the livable earth cut up into nice little five-acre segments. Five acres wasn’t all that much, all things considered. In that imaginary world, you wouldn’t go far without encountering another human being. Now the ratio was, in all likelihood, just one person to the whole fifty-seven million square miles, and that one person was Jack.

But so what? Hadn’t he always been independent anyway? How many times had he ground his teeth over stupid, slow people who seemed to be placed on the earth only in order to get in his way? And wasn’t he fully alone already anyway? His one try at marriage hadn’t ended well, not because of unfaithfulness or addiction or anger, but, he had finally admitted to himself, because she was just always there. He hadn’t seen his sullen ex in years. No children. And though he grieved at the loss of his parents and siblings, there now seemed an order and a symmetry to their loss along with, apparently, the rest of the world but him. His life had long been no longer daily entwined with his family’s, as it had been when he was growing up. 

But that’s not to say, he mused, that he was wholly misanthropic in some mentally compromised way. There were people who liked being surrounded by others all the time, and there were people, like Jack, who sought society in measured doses. There was a difference between being antisocial and being emotionally self-sufficient. It was a part of Jack’s philosophy to have something of a barrier—a healthy one, he had believed—between his personal decision-making and the actions or decisions he undertook as part of some sort of collective. It wasn’t his instinct to think of himself first as part of a group. Society around him seemed to function best, he believed, when each person pursued his own aims and lived according to the dictates of his own conscience, self-consciously avoiding social conformity and reveling in his own individuality.

He scooted his chair up to have the sun on his face. He closed his eyes against the brightness and basked in the warmth.

In fact, he continued in thought, hadn’t the opposite view been the source of so much trouble in the world? Why couldn’t people just leave each other alone? Why did every collective undertaking always result in flagellating individuals into conformity, sometimes literally? Monarchs, the church, democracy, socialism—all guilty. Those snotty “it” girls in high school. Public figures who hyperventilated over the least crack in the bulwark of political correctness. He had bristled at sentences that would begin with “we should just.” But now he didn’t have to deal with any of that. The whole world was his, apparently. 

Jack rocked in his chair. He was experiencing a dawning change in outlook, like the lifting of a veil or the clearing of fog, and he self-consciously regarded these last trailing wisps of a self-perception that would never return. He could no longer perceive himself through others’ eyes because there were no others. We each of us cherish a vision of self, which consists of what we believe others believe about us. We do not say “I am what I think I am.” We do not say “I am what you think I am.” Instead, we say, “I am what I think you think I am.” But for Jack, this last illusion of self was finally gone. There were no associations at all now. He was alone, and lonely.



Chapter 2

Jack resumed his southwest trek. His map showed a corrugated landscape, ridges scrunched together and running southwest to northeast. It was a little much, he thought, all this interstate travel, but there seemed little remedy for it at present. The highway was hemmed in by the hills, and he with it. He briefly considered departing from the soulless road and trekking due west through the Cumberland Gap, but decided against it. He was not a frontiersman at the edge of a natural wilderness. His frontier was of a different kind altogether. Daniel Boone was Daniel Boone because there was a civilization behind him. Jack’s frontier was as much inside of him, as outside. Anyway, the Gap had long been superseded by these very roads, wide, level, and scientifically engineered.

Jack slowed down at Knoxville, driving up and down its streets in his usual way. A scrap of faded color moved in the corner of Jack’s vision, and he looked over to a wide set of steps ascending from the sidewalk. It had been overcast these last two hours, and now occasional gusts of wind swept through, a prelude to rain. Weathered clothing had been disturbed by a gust, lifted, and flung down the steps. Past the steps and set well back from the street was what looked to have been the Parthenon, resurrected to glory. But not so. It was a temple of another sort—one of the grandest Baptist churches in Knoxville. Another set of steps, far grander, leapt up from the pavement to its massive foundation. And there, more clothing cluttered the expanse of level stone. The last place he would stop, a church. They had been gathering places, of souls and final hours. Now they were houses of ghosts, every one of them. 

A couple of blocks further along Walnut Street, though, and just a few yards down Church Street, was a public library. It would do, to ride out the gathering storm and even to spend the night, if necessary. He carried a small bag of heavy tools for just this purpose, and in a few minutes had the door open. Libraries were a favorite stopping place if not ideal for overnight. The books were often of help, though over time he’d abandoned the humanities sections altogether, and targeted the practical instead. The best libraries had big expanses of glass to let in the light, sometimes even such that it penetrated to dissipate the murk between stacks, obviating generator-aided light. This library was named after a Larson James. At this hour, he knew it was likely that the storm-darkening sky would just fade into darkest night, and Jack wasn’t up for dragging out his generator nor driving around to spot the ideal overnight place, such as an older commercial building—one with working windows and preferably a second floor. He was preparing a makeshift bed next to the front windows when the rain started coming down in earnest. 

The downside to these public buildings was that they were built for traffic and energy efficiency. There was no window to open and no air circulation, so the building was like a vast, sealed-off cave, and the weather outside contributed to a clammy feel inside. Jack considered going out again, after all, to find a more accommodating place, but the rain was coming down steadily even after the worst of the storm had passed, and anyway, tomorrow would be here soon enough. Plus he was tired. A languid torpor overcame him. Somehow he was exhausted despite the day having consisted only of sitting in one spot while being transported over the miles. Jack knew his fatigue was the result of that turning point on the steps of that farmhouse in Virginia, when his self-perception had finally shifted away from that artificial stage everyone lives on, the one in which we see ourselves through the eyes of others. Now the barriers were finally down. There was no hypothetical person out there whose perspective he could borrow for purposes of seeing himself. He was truly alone. There was now no sense in which he would, or could, live to others’ expectations. This realization had brought on a sense of ennui uncharacteristic for Jack, and coupled with that, a lassitude born of the emotional strain this new reality created. He slept.

Silence and darkness can be so deep that they seem to lie in wait. Jack woke violently, disturbed and momentarily disoriented. Daylight was yet just a thought. He rose, despite the damp chill and darkness, and haphazardly stowed his gear away in his vehicle. He considered setting up a light in order to range the stacks. Perhaps there were books on the subject of batteries or hunting or food preservation. But the prospects looked slim, and anyway, there would be other libraries. Jack was no longer a social creature, but he nonetheless lived in hope of a reconciliation to a fuller self, and that meant moving, continuing the search. This was an odd self-admission for Jack—that he was searching. In all the time he’d been doing it, he hadn’t called it that, not to himself. And yet now, when all illusions were gone, he did.

All was still but for the dripping of water from the awning in front of the building and a faint gurgle of water in the roof drains. Jack’s footfalls splashed in standing water in the road as he stepped up into his vehicle. He cranked it up while the door was still open, and the noise seemed a roar to awake the heavens, ascending from this shallow canyon of a city street. He was eager to be on the road again, even if it did mean being even more alone with his thoughts than usual. The time of day was no longer a thing he watched closely as he had before, when he billed his attorney time to clients in six-minute increments. Indeed, he carried no watch, and cell devices were obviously pointless. He’d developed a good sense of time from the angle of the sun and the “feel” in season, but in the dead of night, this was a mystery. The air and the stillness and the quiet told him it was long before daybreak, but how long, he didn’t know. No hint of ultramarine or deep slate spoke to him from the eastern sky. 

He had not really resolved his question—whither now? His goals had become a little cloudy. More from inertia than a clearly defined goal, he decided to continue on west or southwest. It was noticeably warmer already than it had been two days previously when he had left New York. He resolved to get off the interstate when it became lighter, but since it was still dark, he crept carefully down I-40 for a few miles. When it was light enough, Jack decided that a full-service stop at a gas station was in order before getting too far out of town. He stopped at a large 20-pump place of the kind that used to stay open all night. It was time to rotate his gas cans and stock up on gas additive, and this took some time. Busy work that he was grateful for. 

Then? West to Nashville, or south to Chattanooga? He stayed on I-75 toward Chattanooga and was disappointed that the road seemed straight and nondescript. But then the terrain took on more interest. In the middle of a long bridge, he realized he was spanning the notch between the shoulders of mountains overlooking the city of Chattanooga. He glimpsed a bit of the wide Tennessee River, and behind it, the north end of Lookout Mountain, looming over the city like the prow of a ship far above the waves. It looked almost golden on its east side, lit with the early-morning light, and Jack decided to get to the top of it, one way or another, and take a good long look around. 

On the way there, he cruised the streets of Chattanooga for some time, occasionally forgetting why he was doing it and then renewing his focus. A small storefront looked promising, and for sport he shot out the window, something he hadn’t done in quite a while. Stepping gingerly inside around the broken glass, he quickly found the binoculars he sought, and then, on inspiration, picked up a monocular spotting scope and tripod. 

Now to find the way up the mountain. This proved trickier than he thought. It hadn’t seemed worth looting a map for, but now that Jack was driving around at the foot of the mountain pursuing false leads, he regretted not being more careful. He had just assumed, incorrectly, that the road up the mountain would be obvious, and he knew there was a road because he had spotted buildings on top through his scope. Eventually he found the right road and then found it to be a shorter sprint up to the top than he would have expected. He was able to drive all the way to the northern prow of the mountain—what he had seen from afar—and found himself in the middle of a Civil War memorial site. Still good for sighting—if he found the right spot—because the hillside was so steep that his view could overtop the trees yet still take in most of the city north of the Tennessee River. He had a quick tailgate breakfast, amused at himself for walking a few yards to toss the garbage into a trash can. Penance for the store window, perhaps. Then he slung his new optical gear by a strap over one shoulder and one of his rifles over the other. In the park, he found a low dugout-type stone building that had once been roped off. Quite old, he guessed. The roof looked solid, so he clambered up and set up shop. It took some time because he had to pause and learn how to use the equipment, but it was a pleasant morning, and, he reflected, this was as good a spot to be as any.

More than an hour later, Jack eased the rifle and bag of stowed optical equipment down the side of the hut, and then he swung over the edge of the roof and dropped down himself. Overhead, birds twittered in the trees of the park. It had warmed considerably and near the hut the dappled sunlight fell to an area of the park grounds not so overgrown with grass. Fatigue from his early start overcame him, and Jack curled up with his rifle on the spongy moss, using the other bag for a pillow. He would normally be slow to fall asleep, out in the open, but this time, possibly because of his early start and possibly because he’d already assimilated all of the surrounding noises, he listened only briefly to the same pattern of bird twittering and then fell fast asleep.

The sun was still high overhead when Jack awoke. Unlike with his sudden start in the darkness of the library in Knoxville, here he instantly recalled his surroundings, rolling over onto his back to take them in a while longer. There were high cirrus clouds in an otherwise blue sky and a light breeze. He was warm even with only his light jacket draped over him. Jack looked up at the sky as if at the eye of God. Was He there? There was not a soul living in Chattanooga. Nor Knoxville. Nor Staunton, nor countless towns of New England. Not in the entirety of New York City, that he could tell. Here he was, adrift in space, the entire planet at his back and pushing him forward. Was there any intelligence, in all of the cosmos, that would know he lived, or care? 

Played before him, as if on a scroll with the sky as a background, were the words of John Donne, which Jack had read and re-read until they were stamped in his memory: 

No man is an island, 
Entire of itself,
Every man is a piece of the continent,
A part of the main.
If a clod be washed away by the sea,
Europe is the less,
As well as if a promontory were.
As well as if a manor of thy friend's
Or of thine own were:
Any man's death diminishes me,
Because I am involved in mankind,
And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; 
It tolls for thee.

It was written in a sixteenth century roiled with Reformation cruelty and torture and inexplicable Black Death resurfacing randomly as a black angel. And the population of the world had been maybe five or six percent what it had been as recently as five years before Jack lay on his back atop the mountain overlooking Chattanooga. How much diminished was he now, thought Jack. Not a clod, and not a manor, but the entirety of a continent, with him, Jack, a speck of dirt adrift in a blank sea stretching to the horizon in every direction. He was an island, or else diminished entirely. And perhaps it didn’t really matter which was true. 

But wait. He breathed. From one day to the next, he lived. And even his living was not difficult, so far. There was plenty of food, if not of the fresh, cooked to perfection variety. There was plenty of shelter, though he generally had to search a bit to find a structure to serve as a habitation rather than a mausoleum. There was an endless supply of fuel for heat. He even had, at least so far, easy and fast transportation, though he questioned whether there was anywhere really to go. He lived, but why? 

This question of purpose burned within Jack, all the more so in his isolation. It was a new question for him, but, he considered ruefully, wasn’t it as much a question before the calamity? There were means to acquire food, shelter, and heat then, too, but there had not been such a sense of purposelessness. Why? Could it just have been the ever-present need to work to acquire those things? Was work alone mankind’s purpose? Surely not, if work was just a means of staying fed and sheltered and warm. That would only answer for the “how” of man’s existence, not the “why.”

Jack considered his ambition in former times. He had worked well and exhaustively. But he’d given little thought as to why he did so. The best he could come up with now, in answer, was that perhaps he might have thereby produced more than he needed, and be able, as a result, to control more resources for the betterment of others. But that was lame—he’d never considered that as a reason to get rich before now. Perhaps though he would have, in time, put a positive stamp on the pursuit of the ideal of justice. But that was a new thought, too, truthfully. 

He worked for others, but not in those ennobling ways. He really worked for the esteem he would find in others’ eyes. All along, his purpose had really originated in the estimation of all those others. Others who were now missing.

If he were to open his mind to finding purpose in the world of people around him, however, perhaps the possibility of love and children could be one’s purpose? It might make for a richer life, but would love for a woman by itself be a reason for living? He couldn’t imagine it in reverse. He knew himself reasonably well. A woman’s love for him might be important for her, but the sole purpose for living? Hardly. Notwithstanding the sentiment of popular love songs. Certainly if he’d remarried—and even if he’d had children—his work would nonetheless have been a priority well beyond that required for food, shelter, and warmth. He knew that. 

Children? The next generation? The continuation of the species? That seemed a better prospect for finding purpose. After all, it was something that reached past one’s own last breath. So much effort, so much love. Again, a love surpassing love for one’s self, or so he’d heard. But even then, so what? How could having children, in and of itself, provide a purpose for one’s existence? It would beg the question: what are people for? He had marched in step, within the throng, accepting the short-term reasons for “why” without examination of the larger purposes—the “why” stamped across an entire lifetime. 

Jack sat up and looked about him, in his aloneness but for the material reality around him—the stunted mountaintop oaks, the tired early-fall grass, the haze off on the horizon past the dead city. He longed for a clear expression of telos, even now, in the tangible things about him, or in the air that he breathed. Why did he live? And especially, why did he live now? On the mountaintop, there were numerous rock outcroppings, sandstone weathered white and in many places flaked with lichen. Was there yet a message of meaning around him? Do the rocks themselves cry out?

A bird twittered, out of sequence. Jack cocked his ear, without otherwise moving. As he did so, he espied the bird with the abrupt change of call, just lifting off a branch at an angle ahead of him and to the right. Over his left shoulder, he heard a quick scuttle, a soft stamp, and he wheeled around as he stood, sweeping up the rifle as he did so. Only a deer. It froze for the merest moment and then bounded away, clearing a low stone wall by a good five feet and disappearing into the trees of the downslope on the other side.



Chapter 3

Chattanooga disappeared in the rear view mirror as Jack rounded a bend on a long, engine-challenging upslope. Removed from civilization, but for the interstate, he soon had to make another choice of direction and again chose south rather than west. He left the relatively safe I-59 for slower roads that paralleled it, stopping at a town called Rainsville before jogging east to Ft. Payne, Alabama, searching out both places superficially before quitting them. He continued south to Gadsden. After making his usual inspection for signs of recent life, he turned his attention to where he might spend the night. Gadsden was the ideal-sized city for what he was looking for, and he found it quickly enough, a two-story law firm situated in a pale yellow house that had been a grand residence in a time long past. He wasn’t seeking the familiarity of a law practice. What was the point of the law now? He was seeking a commercial space that was nonetheless comfortable like a residence might be, one likely unoccupied in its owners’ final days. He could sleep on the second floor, next to windows that would open to the night air. This house even had a fireplace and a wide couch that would do well for a bed. He got a fire going, stacking nearby a pile of fuel for the night. That done, he left to restock his food supplies in time to return, heat the food, and arrange his bedding before the last light of day.

Jack’s stays in Oxford, Mississippi and Texarkana were much the same. In Abilene, he saw that it was time to stop and reconsider his strategy. The car was fine, the rotation of fuel for it and for him was working well. But it was time to reconsider, anyway, and it was the world outside his windshield that told him so. Over the course of the previous afternoon, as he approached Abilene, the landscape had changed in unmistakable ways. He was at the jumping off place for the great west. Indeed, he was past it. The sky had become so much bigger, just over the course of a couple of hours of driving. Even though winter was coming on, it was quite warm at midday. Dry, crackly scrub stretched out on a frying-pan plain in all directions—and to the west, seemingly to infinity. 

It was good to stop and consider that there was no call for help one could make. No emergency crew. No doctors. No hospital. There was medicine aplenty, but medicine is worthless without knowledge behind it. His vehicle had proven reliable, and there was no reason to change it. Jack diligently rotated batteries and practiced reviving engines from stale fuel, just so he could pick up another vehicle at will. But now he might travel a hundred miles or more with no other car in sight. What was he to do if his transportation failed him out there? It was useful to consider that ultimately, he might have only his own two feet to rely on and such food as he could scrounge up from the land. He knew it would also be well to consider that he could be stranded anywhere—without food and without cover. And, he realized, without water! And so water became his new obsession, warranting a few days’ stay in Abilene to develop a backup plan or two, starting with a thoughtful reading of maps. Time to hit the library.

On Cedar Street, he hit the jackpot. What made for a good library was, of course, its book content. Online material was fine, as far as it went, but now there was no online. The Abilene library had plenty of good maps, and books on hydrology and desert survival, but best of all, it had two-story, ground-to-roof windows on multiple sides of the building. Jack camped out there by day, and at night stayed in a house, one that had been unoccupied though it was fully furnished. He slept in a real bed. On his last night in Abilene, he sauntered into the Bellview Saloon wearing a straw cowboy hat and ordered up a beer and steak. There was no one to take his order, of course, so he got the beer himself and took a window seat with the canned ham he had brought with him. 

The next day dawned fine and bright. This was the rule rather than the exception in this part of the world, but Jack had only read that in books, he hadn’t experienced it. He did notice that the quality of light had changed to be more crystalline, like he might see only occasionally back east on an exceptionally dry day in early spring. Jack’s renewed caution caused him to target Pecos as his next stop, barely half a day’s drive by interstate, and there he’d gird his loins anew and head north into the harsh brilliance of southeastern New Mexico, but thence, God willing, into the more sheltered and wooded higher elevations of northern and western New Mexico. 

The drive to Pecos was uneventful. He ended up sticking to the interstate the whole way because there was just no alternative that made sense. He considered taking a more northerly route, by secondary roads, but he wanted a more cautious first day in the wild west. At least the interstate consisted of two parallel roads. He couldn’t be delayed long by animals or by a road-blocking pile-up of cars. On the drive into the little town, Jack crossed its namesake river. It wasn’t much to look at, by Eastern standards, but there it was, prominently marked out on any map of west Texas. If that’s what counted as a “river” for this region, he knew water might be just as scarce as he feared. Pecos wasn’t so very far from Abilene, but just as he had thought of Abilene as being the first stop inside the heart of the real west, he thought of going “west of the Pecos” as a step wilder yet, into a land of harsh, glaring deserts with no cover that could shrivel you to nothing in the daytime, and unrelenting mountain ranges, difficult to pass at any time, but which could freeze you in unexpected snowdrift in June.

There was little to stop for in Pecos save for the now nearly obsessive changing of water, food rations, and most importantly, gas. The weather was warm, and the sun bright. Quite a difference from the northeast. Jack guarded against complacency, however, and carefully considered his route. He considered going north through Carlsbad and Alamagordo, but he was already desiring to move into more wooded environs, away from the hardscrabble treeless land he’d been through of late. After the usual dithering around in town, he decided to move on, continuing on the interstate for the time being. He crawled along the border at El Paso, taking a long foray into Juarez and finding it as lifeless as its Texas counterpart. He zipped through the border control lanes a few extra times, just because he could. 

Jack spent the night in Las Cruces, a town too big to comb through thoroughly, but it would have been pointless, he was sure. The big cities had yielded nothing, starting with the biggest, New York. And then all those smaller burgs—same report. He had held on to a vague notion that perhaps things were different in smaller towns, just because they were smaller. And then perhaps things would be different in more spaced-out towns, or rural areas, just because of the space between. But it was the same everywhere. Death on all sides. 

The sheer aloneness was weighing on him. Isolation can be good for the soul, but not this. At some point, he would have to give up this nonsense and stop looking for a sign—some suggestion of more recent life, some hint that things were different. Jack had toyed with the idea of heading south through one of the border towns and continuing on. But from what he did know of the epidemic as it had swept through, it was no respecter of international boundaries anywhere. There was no reason to suppose that things would be different in the Yucatan, or across the canal, or in South America. In the American West, the utter predictability of lifeless manmade structures was wearing on him. On top of that, the food supplies were becoming less reliable. There was plenty of game, of course, but Jack hadn’t crossed that line yet, just because he had no experience at hunting his own food, and to this point, no need. He resolved to try killing one of the deer who jumped into his world from time to time to scare the daylights out of him. 

But later. For now, Jack drove and wrestled with who, and what, he now was. His entire self-awareness had been qualitatively changed over the last several days. For the entire drive out west, in particular, but even before that, too. Was he more animal-like because of his preoccupation with survival and his lack of connection to the rest of his species? He hung on to his connection with others, in a way, by continuing the fruitless search, but his hope was fading, and with it his remaining sense of connectedness. He was different, aloof even from himself. This was something more than mere loneliness or despondency. Jack was losing the ability to see himself in his own mind. All of his thoughts were outward-directed, not centered on himself except in the sense of seeing to his basic animal needs. His self-awareness was diminished. It was as though he were walking in a twilight world, though he physically moved through the brilliant light of the southwest. Perhaps this was just self-preservation, to shift from self-consciousness as derived from his reaction to others. He would dry up entirely in his humanness, perhaps, if he continued to depend on his connection to other people for his sense of self, even the tenuous connection he derived from continuing the search. If the day was going to come when he would give up the search entirely, perhaps on that day he needed a new sense of self that relied on no one else to tell him who he was. And perhaps then, even this awareness of his state of self-awareness would come to an end. 

At Deming, New Mexico, Jack cruised up and down some of the humble, straight streets in a desultory way. It was still fairly early in the day. For the first time since Texarkana, there were clouds in the sky, but it wasn’t a leaden overcast like he’d often experienced back east. There were long trails of cumulus interspersed with blue sky peering through the light cloud cover. At one moment, it looked as though it would become overcast entirely, though the clouds were high. At the next, he stood in sunshine, but with the muted colors of shade in the middle distance on all sides. There was an appearance of what would have been, in another time, a romantic, alive feeling in the combination of weather and wild terrain. 

Jack headed north, not appreciating the significance of the elevation change to weather in the American west. He knew he was climbing, but he did not grasp the fact that this would move him more toward the cold he had set out to escape. In short order, the San Francisco Mountains came into view, and Jack stopped several times, transfixed. From the highway, the slopes of the lonely mountains seemed to lure him in, to a place of mystery and beauty and repose. What was he becoming, he wondered. What was it about these mountains that made him feel as if he were invited to abide there, so long as he came alone?

The drive seemed to him surreal. The mountains around him under the shifting indecisive weather were at once cold and compelling, drawing him on, siren-like. The end of the day seemed to be coming too soon in the shadow of the mountains and the clouds, following days on end of piercing brightness. Despite the allure of his surroundings, Jack was feeling a fatigue not born of exertion or lack of sustenance or lack of sleep, but of world-weariness. His motivation for carrying on was being leached away from him, and his last little pockets of resistance to surrender were being emptied. He looked about for a place to pull over and just stop, perhaps to just push back the seat of his vehicle and lie down and just breathe—until he tired of doing that, too. He considered just stopping right in the middle of the road. Why not? And then he saw a sign for Luna, 2 miles. Why not drive to the moon? He pulled over into the hamlet of Luna as the last light of day purpled the hills to the east and formed an orange penumbra around those to the west. 

The first house he tried was empty. Jack built a fire in the fireplace and pulled a mattress from the bedroom to the open space in front of the fire, piling blankets he scrounged from all over the house, but keeping his sleeping bag in reserve nearby. Then he located sufficient wood for the night and stacked it up right there, a few feet from the fireplace. The locks on the doors were flimsy—just enough to keep an honest man out. Jack dragged a piece of furniture in front of each of them. Against what, he had no idea. Bears, maybe. Or elk. Or just a psychological illusion of security. Jack gathered all of his weapons from the car but didn’t bother with the food. He intended to lie on the mattress and sleep for as long as he possibly could. What he took for lack of self-awareness was perhaps just a new kind of self-consciousness, all the more intense because it was based on his own perspective only. A consciousness looking outward, with no reflection in others at all. Perhaps what was left was not a lack of self-consciousness, but its opposite—pure, unadulterated consciousness of self. An unbearable heaviness of being. 

He lay down to sleep for the night. And remained in bed all the following day. He slept in long stretches and in his snatches of wakefulness was heedless of anything but stoking the fire back to life and gazing into it until sleep overcame him again. And after twenty-four hours of that, he was tired, so he slept, fitfully, until noon the day following. Retrieving some food from his car, he looked around incuriously. The air was damp, and there was a gray cast to the light. It began to snow. Jack returned to his lair.

He thought about God. Had God been invented by someone like him, tortured by this consciousness of self and perhaps creating an imaginary friend? A friend who could receive the projection of lonely self-consciousness, and reflect it back? Now how would that work, he wondered. Perhaps man invented God to be the point of projecting man’s self-awareness. If I am entirely alone, Jack thought, but I want to continue to be self-aware, or self-conscious, then I would need to imagine myself from another’s vantage point. And while I’m at it, I might as well be known intimately by one who cares for me, like maybe a doting father. But God had not spoken to Jack when Jack lived among throngs of people, many of whom avidly pursued God, and some of whom said they’d found Him. If God was God, couldn’t His voice have been heard above that din? Why would Jack suppose that the voice of God would only be heard by him now when all other voices were completely silenced? He looked up at the tired waferboard ceiling and imagined the low cloud-ceiling above this pinpoint of space on the earth, and the infinite blue beyond that. God’s home. If he were to start hearing God only now, how would he distinguish God’s voice from his own delusion?

After all the brightness on the road, the dull gray of a wintry sky was a welcome change. How many hours had he lain here like this? Was the snow accumulating? Was this his fourth day in the little house? Fifth? Did it matter? A little note of alarm sounded in the back of his mind, the noise a weak alarm clock might make if it were muffled by blankets and sounding from a far room. Time for a little reality check-down. First, water-gas-food supplies? Adequate. Illness? The big illness would be almost welcome, but little ordinary ones, like the flu, were terrifying. Why survive all he’d survived, with access to all the medicine he could want, only to die of something that would have only slowed him down a little in earlier days? Too ironic. Besides, he felt all right if a little lethargic. Despondency? Depression? He turned on his side and hefted a few sticks onto the low fire. He laid back in the blankets and covered his cold nose with one hand as he considered his state of mind. Maybe depression. Hard to say when you’re in the middle of it, but Jack didn’t really feel as though he were completely debilitated by it. There didn’t seem to be a danger of just curling up in the blanket until he was no more. Or so he believed. The facts, he told himself, were just that he was taking a break. He was vacationing, in a manner of speaking, holed up like this. What of it? Perhaps it wasn’t so much depression, as just a new sense of time. There was no urgency because there was nowhere to go. It was not yet obvious to Jack that his survival depended on movement for the sake of movement. He would rise from this little season of dormancy, he thought, and move on, but he was finding that an hour was a day was a week. 

The wood supply was not what it ought to be, though, if he were to stay dug in for much longer. Jack had no idea what time of day it was, other than noting that it had been light for some time. He could just
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