Mysterious Ways
by Steven Utley

When the pain in hisbody began in earnest and forced him to admit to himsdlf that histime had findly
come, the last man in the world went to his crude cat, to lie trembling amid ancient, smelly blankets. He
lay there, waiting, dmaost until dawn.

Nothing was revesled.
The man sghed softly and fell into an exhausted deep.

Later that morning, hisanima friends came asthey aways had to the garden in the lot behind the ruined
supermarket. They had grown fond of listening to the stories he told and the songs he sang in his high,
brittle voice. When hefailed to appear, some of the beasts crept into the disintegrating building and
dipped into hislittle room to wait quietly in the shadows beyond awavering perimeter of light cast by
stub candles at the head of the cot.

The last man sensed their presence after sometime had passed. He raised his head with painful effort
and smiled into the darkness. “My friends,” he murmured, “my good and dear companions, | am dying.”

They knew. The odd cat gave abrief, whining howl. The big, strange dogs whimpered and ducked their
heads. The lesser thingsthat had come shifted nervoudy on smal padded paws and sniffed the close air,
trying to determine the nearness of desth.

“Itisnothing to fear,” the man gasped weekly as he sank back into his pile of blankets. “Remember that,
my little ones, that and dl the other things | havetold you.”

* * *

Not that it really mattered, but Homo sapiens the very last had once been caled Alexander something,
or something Alexander, perhaps -- there had come atime when he found himsdlf unableto recal ether
the missing part of his name or whether “ Alexander” had come before or &fter.

He had been aminister, aman completely dedicated to God. He had lived in alittle brick house located
next to alarge brick church, and then, early one morning, the world had ended al around the little brick
house. Miraculoudy unhurt by thefind, fata human fally, Alexander had gone out to find the earth
scoured clean of hisown kind.

He had been thirty-four years old at the time (not that that really mattered, either, because he had soon
afterward lost track of hisyears) and was convinced that the Lord God in Heaven had spared him,
singled him out, for some greet reason that would presently manifest itself.

So Alexander had worked hard to insure his survival while awaiting the bolt from the blue that would
make the nature of hismisson clear to him. He had raised vegetablesin his garden and made friends
with such beasts as till sought the company of ahuman being, and he had kept on waiting.



When the last man in the world was very, very old, adow, gray sickness had begun to creep through him
and gnaw at hisingdes. For several weeks, he had coughed often and long, choking and spitting up
thick, fibrous clots of blood and mucus, but he had continued to putter about in the garden, conversing
with hismutely expressve animd friends, Snging hisown hymnsto them, lying to himsf.

Findly, however, he had had to face the truth.

Hewas dying.

No purpose had been reveaded unto him.

No reason had been given for his exemption from the extinction of the human race.
It made everything seem rather pathetic and futile.

* * *

One of the strange dogs whimpered again and moved nervoudy from corner to dark corner. Smaller
creatures scurried out of the way in panic asthe jittery beast’ s nails clicked on the smooth stone floor.

The man stared up at the celling, his eyes bright in the deep, black-rimmed sockets of his pale and
fleshlessface. The paininsde hischest increased steadily as the long day wound to aclose. He began
to cry out a dusk and kept it up intermittently until well after midnight . Hiswaiting, watching anima
friends stayed in the room the wholetime.

Shortly before dawn, he grew quiet and lay with hisarms pressed tightly against hischest. Hetried to
focus his gaze on the watching beasts and, failing, closed his eyes.

“Remember,” he said again. “The songs, the stories, this place. Remember me. If you can.”

He settled himsalf more deeply into his blankets and thought, Dear Heavenly Father, the meek aretruly
about to inherit the earth. Isthis what you spared mefor? Isthisal?

He waited hopefully for the revelation that would snuff out the ember of angry doubt in hismind.
Nothing was revesled.

The last man in the world died as the sun came up. The beasts edged forward one at atime to sniff at the
cooling corpse onthe cot. The odd cat dunk away, meowing piteoudy, and the lesser furry things
quickly followed. The strange dogs remained by the deathbed until mid-morning.

Then they gathered up their friend, bore him out to the garden, and gave him adecent Christian burial.

Thisgtory first appeared in Vertex in December 1973 as " The Reason Why."
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