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Friends
By Shawn Kessler

The one thing I can tell you is that you wont survive for yourself. I know because I  

would never have come this far. A person who had no one would be well advised to 

cobble together some passable ghost. Breathe it into being and coax it along with  

words of love. Offer it each phantom crumb and shield it from harm with your body. As 

for me my only hope is for eternal nothing-ness and I hope it with all my heart.

In this scarred and tired country I’ve been wandering for nine, maybe ten years. I’ve 

met plenty of strangers in that time, but there would be no point in enumerating them—they've 

all looked the same: all burnt copies of each other, outlines of the final man, ragged stencils 

made of ash and sorrow.

As for me, there's no doubt that my lot has been near unbearable but others suffered 

worse. I’ve seen it all, details of death and agony not worth relating. Perhaps in some other 

age such records could have been of value, something for posterity to learn from, but now it’s 

just sorrow for sorrow’s sake. The world has had enough of that. Besides, there’s no one left 

to teach, none remain to adequately fill man’s void. I’d rather cast my treasures into the 

bottomless sea than let them realize their other dark destiny in the hands of moral pirates.

But I’ll talk about Sam. I’ll talk about Sam because I have to. No one need learn 

anything here. It’s just a matter of survival, of passing through days that—by all accounts—

were meaningless, still are meaningless, and always will be. 

I met Sam after the event. I was stuck in a state of despair wrought by two years of 

loneliness, loss, and unimaginable horrors. I couldn’t fathom why God had burnt all that was 

good in the world leaving only evil and wickedness on all sides. I wondered about my own 

survival—what it meant that I was still here after everything good had been stripped away. But 

above all else, I lamented the loss of Gillian and Lily, my wife and daughter. All that love, 
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every last trace of humanity replaced with a never-ending, listless gray world void of color and 

joy, but replete with pain and suffering.

I tracked my days by following misery to misery: hunger to fatigue to frostbite to 

loneliness to racking coughs to diarrhea to hip and feet pains; these were but a few of my 

ceaseless companions. But there was still more: the lowest hours were spent hiding behind 

scarce cover while shivering below freezing and biting rain as small armies of cannibals and 

rapists passed near and slow through the dark; or stumbling upon the newly dead with their 

broken bodies strewn about in unnatural positions; or the smell of flesh—clearly human 

because nothing else existed—cooking at some distant campfire and tempting my empty 

stomach. The latter would cause saliva to pool at the edges of my mouth; I couldn’t help but 

abhor my own sickening possibilities. 

Loneliness was preferable to the company of the terrible few who remained, but there 

was no solace in solitude; in these quite moments my mind released its own unpleasantries 

upon my soul like a pack of starved hounds. I suffered through a recurring dream about a 

knife I kept in my backpack. Slow and deliberate I’d pull it from the pack and run it across my 

neck, tracing a thin red line there before falling into the snow. My ghost would crawl out of this 

new gaping hole and then hover over its own dead body while blood stained the snow red. 

There it would stand; looking and waiting for all the other ghosts to make their reappearance, 

to relieve it—and me—from loneliness and suffering. We waited but none ever came—we 

were never reunited with those we’d lost. We discovered over and over that there was no 

difference between death and this insufferable life. It was a terrible nightmare that brought 

more pain upon waking than even those most perfect and happy dreams I had on rare 

occasions when the past bled into the present and I was reminded of all that I once 
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possessed. And so the knife remained sheathed in the backpack. I carried on, day after day, 

scraping together just enough food to survive and keep moving, never sleeping in the same 

place twice, misery my only companion both day and night.

***************

After spending months in a nameless forest, barely surviving on the last vapors of 

civilization, I awoke one snowy morning to find Sam standing between a pair of dead trees 

with his back toward me. He was staring at the road that ran along the base of the snow-

covered hill where I was encamped. Straight-backed and with a walking stick he looked more 

a sentinel than fiend. I was hidden beneath a makeshift shelter of tarp, dead branches, and a 

fresh layer of snow, nothing but a bump on the hill if viewed from the road. But from his 

location the truth of the structure would be made apparent. Somewhere unseen an old and 

heavy snow fell from the heights of a dead tree. The snapping of branches and final impact of 

snow hitting the ground echoed across the winter air like a dream meant for some other world 

where goodness and joy still held a precarious foothold. 

I lay still and hoped he would leave and never see me. Any movement would disturb 

the tarp and draw his attention. But it was to no avail; he turned and stared directly into my 

shelter. His face registered no surprise—he was already aware of my existence. That face, 

eyes vivid blue, hair and beard dusty and gray. Overall he didn't look like my father but Sam's 

individual features managed to reconstruct a mental image of him from when I was a child.

He didn’t approach but called up, “You're a brave soul sleeping out here alone. Don't 

you have any people?” 

His voice tenor and brassy floated up the hill. Again it brought to mind my father. He 

had loved old Louis Armstrong records. During the summers we kids would cool off in the 
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shade of our great oak tree and listen to the trumpet drift across the yard. Sis barefoot and in 

one of her thin cotton dresses. Brother Jim standing over us with his shirt off, his chest wet 

from the creek. The wind blowing just right. Jim had a magical way of knowing the air currents 

outside the house. He’d count down, “Four, three, two, one. Now.” And right on cue the sweet 

smell of tobacco would curl up and fill our nostrils. Clouds would take the shapes of drums 

and horns as they rambled across the sky. We knew father was sitting in the house with his 

legs propped up, the rest of his body tucked neatly into a white wicker chair, wearing one of 

his button-up shirts—top two buttons undone—his eyes closed, a cigar in one hand and a 

glass of iced-tea in the other. If you left him alone like this for an hour, afterward you could ask 

him for practically anything and he’d give it to you without thought.

The stranger cleared his throat and spoke again, “Are you okay?”

“Sorry. Yes. You just reminded me of someone.”

He still didn't approach. “Look,” he said. “I don’t have much food and it’s terribly risky 

traveling this country alone.” He scanned my campsite. I imagine he took solace in the fact 

that I wasn’t adorned with the tokens of the dead, no necklaces made of ears or bones. Sure, 

I looked half-crazed, but at least my campsite lacked the tell-tale signs of a cannibal’s.

He continued after appraising the area, “Let’s say you and I keep each other company, 

watch each others backs. What would you say to that?”

I wasn’t expecting those words. It had been so long since I had trusted anyone; 

strangers were dangerous. When they weren't trying to kill or eat you they were looking to 

steal anything you might possess. And yet his idea help some appeal. Regardless, if not for 

his voice and beard I would have declined the offer straightaway. I would have wandered off, 
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covered my trail, and not slept until I was certain I had lost him. But instead I crawled from my 

tent—still wrapped in my sleeping tarp—placed my glasses on my face and looked around; I 

worried there might be others, that this was some sort of elaborate trap. I looked back at Sam 

standing exposed on the side of the hill. Did I have anything to lose at this point? My life 

perhaps. But I was near ready to rid myself of that anyway. And besides, he could have killed 

me in my sleep had he wanted to. We stood staring at each other listening to the snow land 

on the tarp and the sounds of the forest settling. I’d forgotten how to talk to people. 

He moved up the hill but remained a few steps distant. Behind his beard the shape of 

his nose and mouth reminded me of brother Jim. I felt suddenly dizzy. The memory of home 

and this uncanny stranger stirred something deep inside of me that I had long thought dead. 

Staring at his outstretched hand I became reacquainted with hope, hope that maybe the world 

and I were still alive after all. And then I was reacquainted with human touch. Pressing my 

palm into his I was certain some small piece of firmament had dislodged from the heavens 

and alighted upon this God-forsaken hill.

****

Many flashbacks akin to the lazy summer days listening to my father's records 

accompanied Sam's arrival. Usually they'd come upon me while I slept. Other times I'd fall 

into a deep daze in the middle of the day with my eyes wide open, the gray waking world as 

good a canvas for my memories as the blackness behind my eyelids. 

At first the memories were unbearable. I'd stowed them away for a reason. To dwell on 

so much loss was a useless exercise when my own survival was in doubt from one moment 

to the next. Forgotten happinesses and misplaced paradises all of them, painful reminders of 

a life I barely recognized as my own.
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The memories of my daughter Lily were the hardest. I count myself fortunate that I 

wasn't home when the event happened. When modern travel became impossible, two 

hundred miles might as well have been two million. I know it's inconceivable that she survived 

all this time given what I've seen, but I'm glad I was spared the detailed knowledge of 

whatever became of her. In my mind she died quick and sudden during the event. In my heart 

she walks the frozen shores of some Jupiterian moon, still alive, still safe. Even so, that third 

part of man, my immortal soul, is permanently damaged by repressed nightmares that more 

likely resemble the actuality of her demise.

*****

I remembered Lily sitting on the living-room floor wrapped in the safety of a blue half 

circle pillow. I laid my head on that pillow with her body between me and the rest of the world.

Not even a year old, it's hard to say how much she appreciated the closeness. Her 

hands and eyes wandered amongst her toys, sometimes they crossed my face and hair 

before returning to the stuffed spider or the red and white maraca she loved to shake. She 

stole my glasses and filled my vision with her profile, her guileless eyes, her ears collecting 

light, her small nose, her cheeks divine. Behind her the window was blurry. Beyond the 

window was an infinite gray that I knew was rain, clouds, and fog, but that felt like so much 

more.

This closeness to her in the dying light of a rainy day wasn't a thing I had expected; it 

wasn't bargained for. It was like browsing through a pile of discarded rags and stumbling upon 

a gown once worn by some mighty queen. It was a thing so great that even though it had just 

made its appearance on the distant horizon I could already feel its absence growing close. I 

knew someday she would have boundaries, need space, have friends to impress, a life all her 

Copyright – Shawn Kessler - 2013



Page 7

own; I could sense all these things in the infinite gray on the other side of the window.

But I had been wrong. All that remained from that memory are my glasses—a crack 

bisecting one lens—and the endless gray. No toys, no house, no future expectations, no Lily. 

****

“What are you thinking about?”

I sat mute before Sam. It’s a question my wife had often asked me. I searched for a lie, 

something unimportant to redirect him away from my private thoughts. But I couldn’t think of 

anything other than Lily, so I remained silent. 

Eventually I answered, “My daughter.”

“How old is she?”

“She was two when it happened, so maybe twelve now.”

We sat quiet, facing each other, but unwilling or unable to make eye contact.

Sam said, “I hear there are groups of people that band together and keep each other 

safe. They take in kids and widows. Pockets of humanity still exist. Not everything and 

everyone is lost. There is still goodness out there.”

“I haven’t seen it.”

“There are lots of places to hide.”

“Better luck would be had hiding a candle in a cave.”

Our talk was interrupted when the air suddenly filled with gray ash blown in from some 

far off fire. It came down like snow, landing soft and silent on the skin, and it quickly covered 

old tracks on the ground. Soon the air was thick with it and we had to hide our mouths and 

noses behind makeshift rags in order to breath. When I was a child my mother claimed that 
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rain was God weeping. But she was wrong. This is it. These ashes and all those that came 

before and all those that are still to come are God’s grief.

I cut a path through the ankle deep ash and Sam followed close behind. The fire must 

have been huge, maybe an entire metropolis burning. We trudged on hoping to find some sort 

of reprieve but the ash kept falling. Hours passed like sunless days. We forgot about hunger 

for a while, struggling just for air. We stopped at the edge of an outcropping of large boulders 

where the ash on the ground was thinner. We put our backs against the rocks and pulled the 

tarp over our heads. There we waited, breathing easier. I struck a match. Sam was 

completely gray, even where he had covered his face. With each movement the ash fell from 

his body little by little. A million times bigger and he could have been God shedding His 

sorrows onto this Earth, onto us. I was glad for his company. I'm not sure how I would have 

survived these dark moments without someone else there.

****

Months later in the cold rain. Five points of light. Like the tips of a single star shining, 

containing the entirety of the night sky, dark save for a speck. A thing silent and motionless. 

The rain beat on our tarp like hammers on tin. Sam by my side. His hair and skin wet, slicked, 

and shiny. Water slid from the edges of the tarp. He squatted in the mud. His shoes wet. The 

cuffs of his pants brown and caked. His shirt half dry. His eyes bright. He watched the forest. 

The woods felt alive but we knew there was nothing out there: no wolves, no deer, no 

birds, nothing. Just two men under a tarp. Though we knew not where we were, we weren’t 

lost. You have to have a destination to be lost. Instead: forgotten.

We knelt side by side, knees nearly touching. A tattered coat moved between our 

bodies, a dance like two planets swapping orbits around a slow burning sun.

Copyright – Shawn Kessler - 2013



Page 9

“You’re shivering.”

“As are you.”

“This will keep you warm.”

“I wouldn’t be here without you.” Words barely audible. Words too tender for the 

cacophonous rain. They disappear like a lover departing too soon into the night. I was left 

wondering if either of us had actually spoken.

Hands, shoulders, arms, legs, head, back, knees, feet. I closed my eyes. Heart, 

kidneys, liver, brains, lungs. I couldn’t hear him breathing. I couldn’t feel his presence. The 

space under our tarp suddenly felt very empty. And I alone. I opened my eyes quickly. He was 

still there. 

I prayed I would never lose him. That he would never leave me. I prayed that his 

prayers matched mine. That we were one. I prayed for more stars like him. That life still meant 

something. Even here, amongst the Earth’s wretched.

****

We came upon a wide field situated between two rows of dead trees, what once would 

have been a meadow teeming with life. A small river ran through the middle and a little ways 

up an old wooden cabin reposed like the skeleton of some forgotten beast. Mountains loomed 

gray in the distance. Even though everything lacked life and color, it was obvious that great 

beauty once resided here. We sat beneath the trees sharing a can of beans and studying the 

landscape for any sign of activity. The day half passed before we both felt confident the 

meadow was abandoned. We struck out toward the river where we planned to follow its 

meandering path to the cabin. Once there we’d search for food and clothing. 
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The muted browns and reds of our clothes harkened back to the age when autumn 

would have filled the meadow with glory. Rays of the setting sun turning freshly browned 

grasses into harvestable gold. Purple mountains. Geese honking across the sky. Brightly 

colored leaves dancing between half-bare trees. But we were her only autumnal colors now. 

Brittle and cracking leaves ourselves. A little more pressure and we’d be a million tiny pieces, 

specs of dust in the wind.

My wife Gillian and I had spent our honeymoon at a place like this. We caught trout in 

the river and cooked them on the green banks. In the mornings we ran through fields of tall 

grass like children. In the evenings we ran through each other like adults. We slept with the 

windows open while crickets and frogs worried away the night. 

Each morning she crouched before an old radio, moving the dial from one end to the 

other—finding nothing but static—while I cooked and filled the house with the smell of bacon 

and pancakes from my family’s secret recipe. Bees and butterflies passed through our open 

windows like cars on a freeway. Some would stop for a moment to inspect the flowers at our 

table before continuing on their separate journeys.

The afternoon before returning home we hiked into the surrounding woods. It was full 

of oaks, ironwoods, and other small deciduous trees. The smell of earth was everywhere. We 

walked a few hours and then lunched and napped in a pile of moss like wild animals, 

marveling at this wonderland we’d found, promising to return every year—we never did. 

An owl passed overhead as dusk settled over the forest. It held our gaze as it traced a 

silent arc across the sky. Gillian kept walking as she admired the raptor, but unable to match 

its grace she tripped over an exposed tree root and suffered a sprained ankle that wouldn’t 

completely heal until after Lily was born. I carried her to the cabin on my back. By time we 
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arrived I was dead tired but eager to care for my patient. Ice, propped up leg, spoon-fed soup, 

a back massage. Then I laid her in bed while I scurried about the cabin. I packed all of our 

belonging, flicking bugs off almost everything before stuffing it all into suitcases. 

Our present river had no fish. It was chock-full of downed trees, old plastic lawn 

furniture and ash. We came upon a little spot where the water looked clear enough to drink. 

But upon bending down I saw human bones there peering back at us. Adult sized skulls 

mixed with little femurs and hip bones. A whole family of dead. The world always seemed 

eager to strip away whatever joy I could muster. I didn’t drink but I couldn’t stand either. All I 

could do was look at those empty eye sockets staring at those little femur bones. Their eternal 

tears just as likely the river’s source as the distant snow-capped mountains.

I tried to say a prayer for that long dead family but no words would come. All I could 

think of was my family’s pancake recipe. Two cups of flour, one egg, nutmeg, milk, never add 

water; two cups of flour, one egg, nutmeg, milk, never add water. I felt Sam’s hand touch my 

shoulder. In a low voice he offered up his own prayer about eternal life, humble servants, 

mercy, the Valley of Death, and the sweet love of Jesus. My long-forgotten tears merged with 

those of the skulls before we finally departed for the cabin.

The cabin had been stripped bare. We’d hoped to find something of use but all that 

remained were wood planks and the rusted nails that held them together. Some of the nails 

had been pried out and boards were missing at intervals. It would have been a relief to sleep 

indoors—even in this stripped down cabin that resembled a man’s ribs more than four walls—

but the cabin was an invitation to all travelers. We decided it would be safest to leave. We 

walked until we reached the foot of the mountains. There we camped without fire and in 

silence until night fell and the weather changed.
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****

Lightning struck at the mountainside and eventually set it ablaze. The trees had been 

burnt through once before, leaving the new fires scarce fuel. The fires being small and 

contained, we didn’t fear them near as much as we loathed the freezing air. We skirted the 

fires the next day; the combination of the heat and our vigorous movements filled our bodies 

with warmth and rejuvenated our souls. No, that’s the wrong word. The soul is a mysterious 

thing. Sam and I talked about it often. He claimed it was impossible for him to know if I had a 

soul; he was certain of his own but he was a staunch solipsist. On the other hand, I couldn’t 

even claim knowledge of my own soul. Years ago I had buried it away in the dark of night in 

some nameless ravine. I dug a pit. Clawed out dirt and rock and ash. Removed all my 

clothes. Crawled in and lay there. Shaking and shivering until I didn’t anymore, until I was 

certain my soul had seeped into the earth like so much blood before it. Then I spoke stern 

words to God and crawled out something else entirely. It’s still out there somewhere, my soul, 

under a heap of dirt. Maybe it’s still mine, but no matter, it’s not here to be altered by any 

earthly fire.

We stopped to watch the fires and to catch our breath. People use to say religion was 

born when man first peered into flames. But now we see fire all the time and manage to never 

speak of God or even goodness, as if the notion of what it meant to love had slipped from our 

minds. Before meeting Sam I suspected either Lucifer had won or he and God were never 

that different. Now? Now, I don't know what to think. Perhaps we made God up, something to 

comfort us in the night. Or maybe he's real but much weaker than we ever imagined. Does he 

look upon us helpless to act? Had we pinned too much hope on him? I glanced at Sam, my 

new hope. Was it right to transfer it there onto another man? Was I setting myself up for 
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another disappointment?

Sam was silent, internalizing something. He was often this way when we traveled fast. 

He became more a shadow than a companion. He stood with one leg resting upon a large 

rock; his whole body leaned toward the fire. He seemed all together too close to it. But his 

pose suggested he didn't feel close enough, that he might soon jump in fully. 

***

Walking down the mountain I can't feel the cold. I know the wind is blowing; it compels 

me forward. I can feel it in my bones like the pressure of a guiding hand, but its cold bite is 

absent. The outer layer of much of my skin is missing too, burnt clean off. I woke alone a few 

hours ago; I had blacked out while standing next to Sam and the fire. I feel like the fire literally 

rolled over me, but I’m certain it was something else, something more sudden and violent, 

probably lightening. Once upon a time a person could survive something like this. Go to a 

hospital. Get a skin graft. Live some sort of life. Travel between schools and teach children 

about the perils of being outside during electrical storms. Fairy tales.

I called for Sam when I woke but nothing stirred. Maybe he was struck too. Or maybe 

he thought I was dead and left. He couldn’t have done anything for me. I’m beyond help. The 

cold will soon kill me, even if I don’t feel it, and if not the cold then infection can’t be far 

behind.

I reach the road. Its tar is soft and pliable from the passing fires; it sucks at my shoes. I 

call out for Sam certain he would have come to the road if he had survived. Still nothing. Sam! 

And nothing. Sam! Nothing be thy name. Sam! And thy kingdom. Sam! Your only begotten 

nothing. I’m real, Sam! I scream with what little I have left. Sam, I’m real! Nothing unto the 

nothing of nothingness. Amen.
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I shuffle forward directionless and slow. The gray world was vivid compared to my new 

near blindness. I can’t go on like this. I fall to my knees. There is nowhere to go and nothing 

to see. Here I shall die.

But before I find peace I hear the sucking sounds of approaching feet. They make no 

attempt to mask their movement. They’re either extremely bold and dangerous, or they realize 

I’m no threat to anyone. They’re very near. Now by my side. Now in front of me, still moving. I 

can see their faint outlines: a man and a child. A man and an angel. An angel and an angel. 

Maybe I’m imagining them. They don’t kill me. They didn’t even slow to consider it; it required 

no deliberation. There’s still hope for those two. I want to tell them that I’m one of the good 

guys. I want them to know about Lily and Gillian. I want to tell them to find Sam—that they 

should take him with them. But they’re a ways off now.

Sam is suddenly at my side as if he materialized out of nowhere. He places his hand 

on my shoulder, then kneels. I feel like crying but the lightning has stripped me of this one last 

joy.

“I will stay with you,” he whispers in my ear.

“No, Sam. Go with them.”

“I can’t leave you.”

I close my eyes and will him away. I Imagine his hand lifting from my shoulder. I 

imagine his knees unbending. I imagine him walking toward the man and boy. I imagine him 

reaching their side. I open my eyes. There he stands in the distance. He takes the boy’s hand 

in his own and the three of them walk off as one. I stay on my knees and pray that the next 

life, whatever it may be, will turn out better, and that Sam will be safe without me, never 
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harmed. Oh Lord, return me to the eternal rest of thy bosom.

The End
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