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    The Island at the End of the World

    by S.L. Harris

    Today three guests arrived from the sea. I had neither expected nor wished to see another soul for as long as I lived. Yet I made them welcome.

    I had been sitting above the waterfall, gazing into one of the pools beside the rapids where the waters gather strength for their shouting suicidal plunge. I was watching a crayfish catch a minnow, which thrashed for a while and then was still. The crayfish tore the thing apart, and almost I could not watch for sorrow and disgust and pity.

    But as the crustacean began to tear the flesh, a little yellow thing wriggled out and flashed like a sunbeam through the water before disappearing into the rocky border of the pool. Some parasitic worm, I suppose, whose whole bright existence was predicated on the violent death of its host. So God orders all things to the good, even when our understanding fails.

    These were my thoughts as I glanced over the waterfall and saw the boat approaching my island. It was an ugly thing, one of those black and yellow inflatables, with three figures inside, and I felt uneasy as I have not felt for a long time. I told myself that there was no reason to expect evil from their coming, that they deserved refuge even as I had found it. But the mind may be convinced, the gut never. I picked up my staff, prayed for calm, and began my descent.

    They were pulling the boat out of the turquoise waters of the bay and onto the sand when I emerged from the pine woods above. There were two men and a woman, all badly sunburned, and one of the men had apparently been injured in the leg. He remained in the boat as the others, struggling, dragged it out of reach of the gently lapping waves.

    I set down my staff and raised my hands in greeting. “Welcome!” I called, in English. There was an instant’s pause as three heads turned to me, and the first words uttered by a stranger on my island were, alas, “Holy shit.” Then: “Oh, God. Please, help us.”

    I went down and assisted in the securing of their craft. I deflected their questions, telling them only and repeatedly that they were safe. The injured man, Daniel, had what they told me was a broken leg, but Claire (a nurse, I gathered) was troubled by the swelling. I suspect osteomyelitis. I called a sled from the house, and, when it arrived, I asked their help to lay the injured man on it. Then I led them up the path to my dwelling.

    They were of course too stunned and weary to notice much, not the gentle wild pigs in the clearing or even the violet-throated finch I pointed out on one of the pines. To my disappointment, they were more curious by far about the sled floating gently beside us with their injured friend, and about me, and when we came to it, about the house. I must remind myself: they come from a dying, poisoned world, and it will take time for the poison to leave their minds.

    Now I watch the shadows gather over the darkling sea and am ill at ease. I am reminded of the times in the old world when I had believed myself finally master of myself, finally at peace, and then some human intrusion ruined everything.

    The injured man’s name is Daniel; the others are Paul and Claire, Daniel’s wife. I brought the sled to the infirmary and set the Doctor to treating Daniel. They were, predictably, amazed by the Doctor. I told them that I had not had much need of him in recent times, not since a snakebite brought on by my own naivete long ago. Indeed, he has been almost idle, atop stores of medicine nearly overflowing, and if I could attribute feeling to the device, I would say that he was glad for the work. Daniel was sedated and administered saline, and I took Paul and Claire to the kitchen where I gave them some of my restorative, and then bread and salt and fish. I think the time the bread was baking was agony to them, and when the food was laid, I felt a little like a patient dog trainer administering morsels to keep them from gobbling and getting sick. After we had shared our bread and salt and their thirst had been quenched, they tried again to question me, to tell me things, but I was firm that they should rest. Indeed, when at last they were persuaded to lie down, they were immediately asleep.

    Now I sit on the veranda, listening to the evening wind, the wild pigs rooting in the yard, the nightbirds calling and answering, the soft waves, and the distant murmur of the falls: the peace of the evening in a place the world had not reached. Above it all I hear one of my guests snoring like a train.

    I slept little last night. Daniel has indeed an infection of the bone, and I have directed the Doctor to perform the necessary surgery as soon as the patient is sufficiently rested. Once as I sat by him last night, he bolted upright and shrieked. My limbs are still shaking in tune with that yell: an echo of all I left behind.

    Claire and Paul woke late, after I had returned from my walk with fresh fruits and nuts and baked two more loaves. They were eager to talk, bubbling over with questions about me, the island, how I had made it all work. I have read in books how men long alone are desperate to at last have conversation and yet find they are far out of practice. The first part was not at all true of me, but the second surely so.

    Paul asked, “How long have you been here?”

    “Eight years, I think, by the old reckoning. Eight spawnings of the grunion, seven rainy seasons, nineteen sightings of the whale from shore, one hurricane, as I reckon things here.”

    Paul looked at me like one looks at crazy people in the old world. He said, “Well, you missed it. It got bad. Real bad.”

    I did not invite him to continue, but took a deep breath, bracing for the world to come crashing in.

    “Let’s see,” said Paul. “Eight years, so you didn’t miss it totally. You must have seen the start of it. You know the militias, from that Sanctuary app? They really took off. Pretty soon it was like living in a war zone. I mean, really rotten.”

    I was looking out the window at the pigs laying quiet and calm in the morning sun, peaceful as nothing in the old world is. “Rotten to the core, yes,” I said.

    “You wouldn’t believe the shit these people were doing. They had these things, like armbands or something, tracked your dopamine or whatever, dosed you . . . I mean, like weaponized emotion, man.”

    “Yes, I know,” I replied, hoping to finish this line of conversation.

    “How?” asked Claire, a little too abruptly. “Do you get news here?”

    I smiled carefully. “No. I have cut all connections with that place. From what you have said, I hope you will agree that is for the best.”

    I saw Claire’s hand go instinctively for a phone pocket. That little tic of the old world. She found nothing, of course. She looked at me curiously, put her hand back on the table, and began to talk, staring into the distance. “It was all-out war. It was awful. By the time we left we . . . the hospitals . . . were turning away anyone who was still walking. There was this poison . . . ” And on they went. Militias, guns, gas, curfews. Apps, wearables, dopamine, adrenaline, testosterone. Everything I had left behind. I practiced breathing techniques I had not had occasion to require for many years.

    Paul said, “Are you listening, man?”

    I had, in fact, been listening to the birds, as best I could, over their horrible talk.

    Paul said, “Blackouts. People starving. Literally, starving. Have you ever seen something like that? There was a nuclear war, you know that, between Saudi Arabia and Iran? Just a little nuclear war, you understand? Just enough to make sure we were cutting each other’s throats for gas. But they kept the networks up to the bitter end. Kept that damned app running.”

    Claire said, “We’d have been dead. I . . . I really think this is the end.” She put her head in her hands and said, “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

    Paul put her hand on her shoulder. When she had collected herself, she said, “If it weren’t for Paul . . . ” she squeezed his arm.

    Paul said, “I had a lead on a boat. A lot of people were trying to get to Cuba.” He laughed. “Can you believe it? Trying to get to Cuba.”

    The bird had stopped singing, and I had to prevent myself from rolling my eyes at Paul’s ridiculous prejudices. Rolling my eyes, as if I were still the self-important and prideful man I had been in the old world. Moreover, I considered just what these people had done to get the boat, under such circumstances. I had seen Daniel’s leg and the Doctor’s X-rays. Entirely consistent with impact from a blunt weapon. Have I indeed opened my gates to the barbarians?

    “So we thought we’d try,” said Claire. “We’d been friends a while, I mean, he and Daniel really had been friends and he . . . well, he saved us. We got the boat. We got what we could together and we headed for Cuba. But . . . ” she laughed. “Turns out you have to know what you’re doing.”

    Paul looked annoyed. “I knew what I was doing. We just got off course overnight. Daniel was supposed . . . ”

    I thought about my island covered in bickering like this for the rest of our lives and said my prayers to myself. Christ with me, Christ before me.

    “Hey,” Paul interrupted.

    I shook myself away.

    “Look, I know you’ve got a pretty sweet setup here, but do you understand what I’m telling you?”

    “Yes. It doesn’t matter.”

    “Doesn’t matter? I’m telling you that the world is ending.”

    “Maybe what is ending was not such a good thing.”

    “Are you insane?” cried Paul.

    I felt myself gripped by the old white rage. That same furnace blast that had ended my marriage, my career, destroyed my old life again and again. Then I breathed deeply, listened to the wind in the trees, and prayed patience.

    “No, I am not. Let’s go for a walk,” I said. “I want to show you this place.”

    We took a short walk around the island. We came to the old fishing hut, still standing though its planks had turned the color of peat, so that it looks like something that had grown out of the deep forest behind. With a sudden drumming the bright pigeonlike birds who had taken up residence inside exited a window.

    “This isn’t yours, is it? Were there people here before?” asked Claire. Then: “Where even are we?”

    I shook my head and laughed. “I have devoted myself to three things since I arrived here: Cultivating virtue, training my eyes to see again, and forgetting as completely as possible where this island stands in relation to the lost world.”

    “But you’re American, right? Obviously.”

    “Why ‘obviously’?” I said, attempting to crush my annoyance. “Please do not carry these foolish old concepts to my island. Nationality.”

    She said, “OK, so what’s this about virtue?” And with that simple question I felt a bit of hope that maybe this would not be the disaster I had feared.

    “Ever since I was little,” I said. “I wanted to be good. It’s all I wanted. I prayed it, you know, as a child. I said, Dear God, let me good. I kept that simple prayer straight thought everything. No matter how educated I got, how successful. Maybe that’s what saved me, in the end. I don’t know if you pray.”

    Neither Claire nor Paul answered. Of course they do not. No one with any education does, back there.

    “As I lived longer, I found it impossible to be good back there, surrounded by evil and provocation. I saw where things were going, of course. I have eyes. I was there. To me the old world was already a lost cause. It kept wrecking me, making me do things. Terrible things. So I came here, to give God a chance to answer my prayers. Make me good.”

    “Nice gig if you can get it,” Claire said. Then, sharply: “What did you do that was so bad?”

    Paul, who clearly dislikes me, had walked off toward the hut as we talked. I saw what he did not. I ran forward and with a sharp downward thrust of my staff I crushed the head of an adder emerging from the scrub. It thrashed once only.

    “Thanks,” gasped Paul, staring at the dead snake.

    “I have tried,” I said, “to live in peace with the denizens of this island. Even with these snakes, but while most serpents are peaceful unless disturbed, these are aggressive without fail, and very deadly.” I flipped the staff in my
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