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 When Henry found out that in a matter of months the Earth would be 
destroyed by an asteroid, he did not think he was going to die. It happened like this: 
On the bumping, slightly sweaty bus ride home from school, a fifth grader with a 
snot nose named Jenny Fincher leaned over the back of her seat to face Henry and 
his best friend, Michael. She wore her hair in two braids with matching purple hair 
ties and she smelled faintly of peanut butter.

"Do you two know why today was our last day of school ever?" she asked, 
making it obvious she knew the exact answer to her question.

Henry shook his head, too startled by the attention of a fifth grader to think 
of a response. Michael’s eyes were wide and he replied, “No, why?”
"It's ‘cause the whole world is gonna blow up." Jenny wiped her nose on her 

sleeve. "A huge rock is gonna smash into the Earth and we're all gonna die, just like 
the dinosaurs. I watched the news on TV even though my mom told me not to." 
Then she swore across her heart that she was telling the truth, even though neither 
boy challenged her. 

Eventually the bus rumbled to Henry's stop. The bus driver murmured, "May 
God have mercy." And then Henry was back home, where somehow everything was 
exactly as he had left it. 

. . . 

"To be a survivor is no easy feat; one must not only remain vigilant to the 
dangers of his surroundings, but more so to the dangers of his own mind in the 
presence of isolation and fear." 

That's the first line of Henry's most treasured possession: a well-worn, 
earmarked copy of How to Survive (and Thrive) in the Wilderness: A Guide for Young Boys. 
On the cover is a detailed drawing of a campfire framed by a hatchet on the left side 
and a sprig of foxglove on the right, which, as Henry learned 18 days ago, is a 
medicinal plant (That means good to eat if you feel sick), so it's almost as cool as the 
hatchet. But not quite, for obvious reasons. 

Henry got the Guide as a Christmas present last year from his Uncle Dennis, 
who Momma called a cheap bastard (Don't repeat that word, Henry) for giving him a 
dusty dictionary he found in his attic as opposed to going out and buying a real gift. 
But it wasn't a dictionary, and Henry thought it seemed like a real gift, since it was 
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wrapped with a bow. 
At first there was a lot of words he didn't understand, like "venomous" and 

"endangered" and "dehydrated" and even his new favorite one, "hypothermia." Dad 
was really good at explaining these, holding up a finger while he spoke and fiddling 
with his glasses just like his teacher, Miss Nancy, at school. Now Henry knew every 
single word in the Guide, and he could read it backwards and forwards, upside down 
and right-side up. 

 The Guide came with Henry every day to school, at least while he still went to 
school, before it was canceled because of the end of the world. The book took up a 
lot of room in his backpack so his lunch had to be a little mashed, and sometimes the 
jelly from his sandwich would get squeezed out onto his carrot sticks. But it was 
worth it, because Momma said nothing and nobody can be perfect, and you have to 
take the good with the bad. 

Michael would sit next to Henry at lunch and they would look at the pictures 
together: the various fish you could catch in the streams of New England, all the 
berries that were safe to eat and the ones that could turn your face blue, and step-by-
step drawings of how to makes snares and traps that could catch rabbits. Henry 
didn't think he would like to eat a rabbit, but he supposed that this was survival after 
all, and you had to be brave. Michael’s dad even said they could go camping next 
spring and paint their own fishing lures. Henry was going to paint his like the one on 
page 31, like a rainbow guppy with a colored belly and black stripes.  

Once Henry was tucked in bed after dinner each night, which included a 
staunch avoidance of anything leafy and green, he would ask Dad to read him a 
chapter from the Guide. Henry grinned while he asked this, face tilting up and voice 
climbing, knowing that his Dad would smile back. This was all part of their before-
bed performance. 

Dad would ask, "So what's the story on tap for tonight, Henry?"
Henry would respond with a giggle. "How to Survive in the Wilderness!"
His dad would scratch his stubbly chin and ponder this. "Hmmm... I'm not 

sure I've heard of that one. Are you sure that's the one you want?"
"Yes!"
"Well... I just can't seem to recall any book by that title. Have we read it 

before?"
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Henry would be laughing in exasperation by now, exclaiming, "Yes! We read it 
every night, Dad. You remember!"

"Every night?" He’d look shocked. "Why, for some reason I can't recall 
anything about a wilderness guide... you'll have to tell me more so that I remember."

And Henry would launch into what they had read and learned the night 
before, and the nights before that one, gasping for breath in between frantic 
sentences. When all was said and done and everything that could be remembered was 
recounted, Dad would offer a fond smile, one that made his eyes crinkle, and then 
say, "Oh right. How could I forget all that? Let's see what else this book has in store 
for us..." 

. . . 

After Jenny’s world-ending declaration on the school bus, Henry ran up the 
driveway and into the house. His parents were already in the kitchen, even though it 
was only three o’clock and usually his neighbor Nina was there to make him a snack 
and play games until Momma and Dad came home from work. It was strange and 
quiet inside. He hopped from one foot to another, waiting for Momma to ask what 
he learned in school, or for Dad to make him his daily glass of chocolate milk. But 
nothing happened. His parents stood motionless, Momma with her head in her 
hands leaning over the counter and Dad with his eyes fixed on the window, looking 
out to the yard. It was like when his class went to visit the art museum in New York 
and he looked at all the paintings of immobile people, stuck in their positions 
forever. 

“Miss Nancy said that today was our last day of school and on the bus Jenny 
Fincher said that the Earth is going to explode when a rock hits it. Is that true? 
Where will we live if our house gets blown up?”

With the silence broken, his parents both jerked back to mobility, like waking 
up from a nap. 

Momma started to speak. “Well, sweetie—” 
At the same time, Dad said, “No Henry, don’t listen—”
They stopped and looked at each other. Momma sighed and went back to 

holding her head in her hands. 
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Dad scooped Henry up and held him tight. “Nothing bad is going to happen. 
Don’t be afraid, okay?”

“Okay, Dad.”
. . . 

An excerpt from How to Survive (and Thrive) in the Wilderness: A Guide for Young 
Boys: "The first step a young adventurer must take in beginning his quest for a fruitful 
stay in the wilderness, given that there is no pressing danger, is to secure a proper 
shelter."

The construction of the fort, now appropriately named Fort Henry thanks to 
the hand-carved sign that Dad nailed in above the doorway, began soon after Henry's 
last day of school. They began with only Dad's small toolbox, which made the 
process slow going, no matter how many times Henry pointed to the section in the 
Guide that encouraged urgency. But soon the next-door neighbors moved away 
forever (They're leaving to spend the time they have with their family, which is what we 
should do too, Momma had said, frowning) and they let Dad have all of their tools when 
they left, so now Dad and Henry were whizzing through their construction. 

Henry had wanted to make a teepee like they showed in the book, with bison 
hide wrapped along the outside and a thin plume of smoke rising from the center, 
but Dad said that Momma had always loved Disney World and would be happier to 
live in a castle rather than a teepee. Henry said a castle was for princesses, not for 
wilderness survivors. Dad said that they could compromise (that means agree halfway) 
and call it a fort instead. Henry still thought it looked suspiciously like a castle.

So Fort Henry rose to existence: one tall, central platform wrapped around a 
sturdy oak and four walls surrounding it with pointed tips, like the top of their front 
yard fence. On the lookout platform, Henry set up the telescope he had gotten for 
his last birthday. Every night, he and his dad would try to find the constellations that 
the Guide detailed: Orion’s Belt, the Octant, and especially Cassiopeia. Dad said that 
one was named after an ancient Greek queen, Cassiopeia, and Henry liked to picture 
her sitting up there in the sky. They put down wooden planks for the floor, with a 
dirt square in the middle for a fire pit. Henry was excited about the prospect of 
roasting marshmallows with chocolate, even though the Guide mostly talked about 
roasting fish and rabbits.
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“When are we gonna move in here, Dad?” Henry asked, excited. “Do we have 
to wait until after the asteroid?”

Dad stopped hammering. “Where did you learn the word asteroid?” 
He looked at Henry with kind eyes, but there was something in his face and 

tone that urged be careful. Henry considered lying.
“On Momma’s radio.”
Dad hmm’d and went back to his work. The next morning, the radio was turned 

off at breakfast.
. . . 

After they had been finished with school for three weeks and four days, 
Michael told Henry goodbye. Michael’s mom dropped him off in the driveway with 
teary eyes and wrapped her arms around Henry’s mom while the boys ran into the 
woods with excited yelps and whoops. After a joyful sprint through branches and 
bramble, the pair huddled in the fort, sharing gummy worms that Michael had 
brought; the green and yellow ones were Michael’s favorite, and the red and blue 
were Henry’s, so this made dividing the bag quite easy. 

“My dad says we’re taking a road trip to go see all of America before it gets 
blown up,” Michael said in between ripping off the gummy worms’ heads.

“Are you gonna see the Grand Canyon?” 
“Yeah, probably.”
“What about Area 51 with the aliens?”
Michael flicked a spider off the side of the fort. “Definitely. Hopefully we get 

taken up into the spaceship.” 
Henry thought about this. “My dad says that nothing is gonna get blown up.”
“Yeah huh, it’s on the news channel, and the radio, and that’s why we don’t 

have to go to school anymore, because of the me-te-or-ite.” Michael sounded out the 
word with precision, pointing a finger for each syllable. 

Henry wasn’t sure what to say to that, because his dad wasn’t a liar, so instead 
he showed his friend the secret back door of the fort, the telescope, and the pulley 
system with the bucket to bring things up to the lookout platform, which they 
practiced using with Henry’s Power Ranger figures. He showed him the stones they 
were collecting to go around the fire pit, the assortment of interesting rocks and 
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leaves that Henry had started, and even the fishing equipment that Dad had hung up 
on the walls with nails. The sun began to set, casting a warm glow through the slates 
in the fort, and the time between the friends was coming to an end.

“Are you afraid?” Michael asked.
Henry shrugged. He wasn’t sure what there was to be afraid of. The only thing 

he’d known that had ever died was his goldfish. 
“It’s okay.” Michael patted Henry’s shoulder. “My mom says that we shouldn’t 

be afraid, that we won’t even know when it happens. We’ll just be asleep and then 
we’ll be in heaven.”

“We have to do something so that we don’t forget each other,” Henry said.
“I’m not going to forget you.” 
Henry thought for a moment. “Let’s switch shoes.”
The boys switched sneakers. This didn’t seem important enough.
“How ‘bout we do a spit shake?” Michael offered.
Henry agreed. With a hacking noise, he spat into his palm. Michael did the 

same. They swore they would never forget each other, and Michael told him he 
would find him when they were both in heaven. With a squelching sound, the boys 
shook wet hands and laughed. Then they hugged so tightly that it hurt, and Henry 
squeezed his eyes to keep the tears inside. 

Michael left with his crying mother as Henry and his parents stood in the 
driveway waving. Dad put his arms around Henry and Momma and held them close.

. . . 

That night, Henry huddled at the top of the staircase, leaning in to hear the 
conversation below. 

“I think Henry really loves building this fort. We should have done it ages ago. 
Did you see how much fun the boys were having in there today?” That was Dad’s 
voice. “I should’ve quit my job years ago and gone into professional child-fort 
construction.”

Momma laughed. Henry hadn’t heard her laugh in a while, and it sounded nice. 
She said, “This whole thing really adds a new level of ‘should have,’ doesn’t it? I wish 
I’d told my boss when I was seventeen and working at the movie theater, remember 
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that place? I wish I’d told him to fuck off, like really fuck off hard.” She laughed 
again, sparkling. “I wish I’d been braver… I wish I had tried that live squid when we 
were in Japan. Remember it squiggling? I wish I’d eaten more cake. I wish I’d told my 
sister that I loved her more. I wish that I had actually slowed down and looked at my 
life for a moment before…”

It was quiet again.
She spoke once more. “Kathy told me that Michael understands the truth, as 

much as he can, anyway. Maybe we should try to explain things to Henry… he doesn’t 
understand how precious this time is. We don’t have to scare him, but—”

“How is discussing the end of life itself not going to scare him?” Dad snapped, 
speaking faster now. “I mean, really. Look, I just… I just want to do this with him, 
okay? I want to finish the fort like every day is a normal day. I can’t think of what-
ifs… this is all we have.” 

They were quiet for a long time after that, so Henry snuck back to his bed.

. . . 

Page 52 of How to Survive (and Thrive) in the Wilderness: A Guide for Young Boys 
reads: “As the young reader hopefully recalls from the foreword, equally important in 
the achievement of survival is not only the securement of physical comforts, but also 
mental. To remember to have fun is nearly as important as remembering to fetch 
water… nearly.”

Thirty-five days. The calendar pinned up in the kitchen was open to 
November, bright red Xs signaling the passage of time. Henry counted all of the 
white spaces on the calendar before the circled date: December 5th. It wasn’t his 
birthday, or Momma’s birthday, or Dad’s. Henry watched as his mother diligently 
added an X each day with her marker. Dad was never in the room when she did this. 
Henry began to dread the sharp smell of the pen every morning. 

Thirty-one days. Uncle Dennis and Aunt Stephanie and all of Henry’s cousins 
visited for the day on their way to the Great Lakes. They asked if Henry and his 
family wanted to join them on the trip — they certainly had room in the RV. Dad 
said they didn’t want to take Henry away from his home. Momma looked upset. 
Henry thought that going in the RV would be fun, but it didn’t feel like a situation 
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where he could say what he thought. So the visitors left with hugs and tears, and 
Henry and Dad and Momma stayed at home.

Twenty-eight days. When Henry looked at the circle on the calendar he 
thought about Michael’s family exploring America, and about the dinosaurs. It made 
him feel excited and uncomfortable at the same time, like his marbles were rolling 
around in his stomach. Dad didn’t like when Henry looked at the calendar, but he 
couldn’t help sneaking peaks. 

“Dad,” Henry mumbled through a mouthful of granola. “We only have twenty-
eight days to finish the fort. Are we going to be done by then? We still need windows, 
and we need to chop the wood for the fire pit, and finish making the floor, and you 
said we could bring up the charts for the telescope, and a whole bunch of other 
things! I don’t want to run out of time.” 

Dad’s brow scrunched up and he sipped his coffee for a long moment before 
he answered. “Why do you think we only have twenty-eight days to finish? We have 
all the time in the world.” 

Henry chewed his granola. He wanted to remind Dad of what Jenny said on 
the bus, and what Momma had said that night he listened from the stairs, but he was 
worried that would make Dad angry, like Mom’s calendar. So instead he said, “I just 
want it to be all ready, like the picture in the Guide.”

Dad smiled. “I know, buddy. We’ll get there.”
Twenty-five days. Momma stood in the fort sometimes, after enough urging 

from Henry, looking around contemplatively with her hands on her hips. It was 
rather impressive now: shelves added along the west wall, the spaces in between the 
boards filled in with caulk to keep out the chill, and even a little window in the door 
that Dad had taken out of their shed. A red leaf was resting on Momma’s head, a 
stark contrast to her dark hair.  

"It smells like Home Depot during Christmas," she remarked, running her 
fingertips over the line of coat hooks that Dad had added yesterday. “I never knew 
you were so handy.”

Dad smiled. "I'm going to take Henry into town tomorrow to get paint for it. 
What color do you think we should pick?"

"You shouldn't waste the gas," she responded.
"It's important to him," Dad said, quieter now.

———————————————————————————————————————
The Foundationalist Volume II, Issue I, 2019



�10

"There are more important things than this. We have to — I don't know, go 
somewhere. Do something! This is just…" she trailed off, hand over her eyes. 

“But Momma.” Henry grabbed her hand and shook it with urgency. “If we 
don’t finish the fort, where are we going to live when the asteroid comes? The Guide 
says that if we don’t have a good shelter we’ll freeze!” 

Dad placed a firm hand on Henry’s shoulder. “Henry, there’s no asteroid, don’t 
listen to what—”

“Don’t.” Momma’s voice was piercing. “Do not. God…” 
A heavy pause. Momma shook her head and pulled her hand away from Henry. 

After a moment, she ducked out of the fort and walked back toward the house, two 
sets of eyes following her. 

. . . 

When there were seventeen white spaces left on Momma’s calendar, Henry sat 
in the stiff, flowered chair at his Grandma's house. He was gnawing on a stale cookie 
and trying to avoid the beady gaze of Grandma's dog, Buster. (Lucky bastard doesn’t 
even know what’s coming, Grandpa had wheezed, petting the dog on the head) In the one 
comfortable chair in the house, next to Henry, his Grandpa was now snoring away, 
unaware that it was only two o'clock in the afternoon. His parents and Grandma 
were having an "adults-only conversation" at the dining table that was resulting in 
escalating voices. Henry knew he wasn't supposed to listen, but he was still thinking 
about what Mr. DeLuca said in the supermarket, and he wanted to know if his fort 
would be done on time. So he listened, sneaking up to peer through the gap in the 
kitchen doors.

"I don't know what we would have done without the cans you brought today. 
Last night I opened a can of green beans that had probably been in the pantry since 
before you were born," Grandma laughed. “The National Guard wasn’t here last 
Wednesday like usual.”

“Maybe they’ve given up too,” Momma murmured.
"Most of the neighbors have cleared out… and the rest of the town too, 

actually. So the shelves at the grocery store are more stocked than you'd think," Dad 
commented, speaking over Momma’s words.

"We should have come sooner," Momma said. 
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“I’ve had your father to keep me company.” Grandma smiled and squeezed 
Momma’s knee. “Anyway, don’t worry about us here. We’ve lived happy, full lives. It’s 
little Henry that I feel for… What a life unlived. All the children in this world…” she 
trailed off, voice a little shaky.

“I think we’re making the best of it,” Dad said. 
“Are we?” Momma laughed, short and hard. (Sometimes when people laugh, they 

aren’t happy, Henry. There are a lot of different types of laughs) “Everyone else seems to 
have packed up and left on some great American adventure. Lisa even flew to 
Niagara Falls, just so her daughter could see it. What have you been doing?” She 
directed this to Dad. “You’ve been playing make-believe in the backyard. Jesus… what 
have I been doing? Nothing.”

“Hey…” Dad’s voice was soft. “You’ve been painting, reading, spending time 
with us, enjoying—”

“Enjoying what?!” she snapped. “Enjoying counting down every single day until 
we’re all dead? Until Henry’s dead? We’re in purgatory, watching the clock run out of 
time. Do you call that enjoyment?”

Henry was leaning too close against the doors, and they opened a little, 
revealing him to the room. He blushed and looked at his feet.

“Oh, Henry,” Grandma cooed. “Don’t listen to this nonsense.” 
It hadn’t seemed like nonsense to Henry.

. . . 

The ride home was silent. They took the gas out of the neighbors’ truck that 
was parked across from Grandma’s house to make the drive back. Dad taught Henry 
the word “siphon.” The neighbors had moved and were never coming back, so it 
wasn't actually stealing — that's what Momma had said when Henry asked if it was 
illegal. Henry kicked his feet in Michael’s shoes against the back of the passenger 
seat, just to break up the silence. Clutching the Guide in his sweaty hands (Leave that 
in the car, Henry. Lord knows you’ve memorized it by now), Henry wished that his dad 
would read it to him on the way back, but this was clearly not a good time to ask 
questions.

After an hour with no words spoken, the family arrived at home. If he 
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squinted his eyes from the driveway, Henry could almost catch a glimpse of the red 
flag that they had tied to the very top of the lookout post (How will other survivors 
find us if they can’t find the fort? Henry had asked. Good point, Dad replied). He wanted to go 
to it even though the sun was setting, but Momma put a hand on his back and kissed 
him on the head, so he followed her inside instead.

The explosion of voices that occurred shortly after the door had shut behind 
them would have been loud under any circumstances, but even more so after the 
absolute silence of the car. It started with Dad pulling the pin from Momma’s 
calendar and letting it flutter to the ground before scooping it up and dunking it into 
the trash can.

“What the hell did you do that for?”
Dad frowned, chin held up. “Henry doesn’t need to see that. It’s sick.”
“Sick?!” Her voice climbed. 
“Yeah, it’s sick. You’re showing your child the exact countdown to when 

everything is over.”
She stuck her finger into his face. “At least I’m not deluding my child! Deluding 

him into thinking he can survive the fucking shattering of the Earth’s core by hiding 
in a fort in the backyard. That’s what’s sick here.” 

They were talking about him, but Henry had the oddest feeling that he was 
just a ghost in the room, unseen and unheard. He didn’t know what to do. His eyes 
flitted back and forth from mother to father, to mother to father, to mother to…

“So I’m delusional? That’s really rich.” Dad’s laugh had a razor-sharp edge. 
Momma strode over to the trash can and took the calendar back out, 

slamming it down on the table. “Seventeen days. That’s how long is left. You think 
Henry can’t stand to know that? I think it’s you that can’t bear to look. To look! See 
what’s happening! You’ve wasted all our time.” She was crying, wiping tears away as 
she continued. “You won’t let us leave. It’s not for Henry! Bullshit!” 

The calendar was hurled across the room. Henry wasn’t sure who threw it.
“I’m valuing the time we have left! I’m creating something!” Dad bellowed 

back, his voice louder than Henry had ever heard in his life, even when Dad was 
acting as the villains in his bedtime stories. 

“You’re hiding. Pretending! You’re a coward!”
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Henry ran, arms pumping like Mr. Flannery taught them in gym class when 
they were doing their track and field segment. He yanked open the sliding kitchen 
door with all his might and raced into the dusk. Michael’s shoes were a little too tight 
on his feet and they hurt, but he ran anyway, flying away from the house with the 
shouting and the fighting, flying away from his Dad as the villain, from the calendar, 
from the pointed finger. 

The moon was bright; to Henry it felt as though the moonlight was guiding 
him directly to the fort. He did not stumble once. The air was cold against his wet 
cheeks, and he had been too frantic to remember to bring his coat. More 
importantly, he had forgotten his Guide. 

Fort Henry stood waiting for its namesake. He burst into it. Quiet. His 
breathing was the only overwhelming sound. Reaching for the flashlight he kept on 
the hook by the door, Henry flicked it on and looked around the quiet fort. He 
carried the flashlight outside and held it between his teeth as he scampered up the 
ladder to the lookout post. It was cold up there, and he rubbed his hands together to 
warm them. The stars glimmered above him like little pinholes of light poking 
through a dark blanket. He looked through his telescope, moving it around the night 
sky, searching for something but not sure what he would find. Somewhere up there, 
he imagined an asteroid hurtling towards Earth, and wondered if Queen Cassiopeia 
would flick it away when it got too close. Henry thought about his dead goldfish and 
Michael at the Grand Canyon and what it meant to waste time. 

When he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, he breathed a sigh of relief 
that turned into a puff of steam in the chilly air and plodded back down the ladder, 
into Fort Henry.

It was warmer inside, but not warm enough. He reached for the lighter in its 
safe space under the rock (Never light the fire by yourself, okay Henry? Always wait for me) 
After a few unsuccessful attempts, he lit the kindling and the fire sparked to life. A 
glow of warmth hugged the fort and made Henry’s cold cheeks tingle. 

Time went by. Henry was almost asleep, eyelids drooping, when he wasn’t 
alone anymore.

Dad opened the creaking door, dragging sleeping bags behind him. Henry sat 
up and watched. Behind him, Momma followed with a bag of marshmallows, and 
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tucked under her arm was Henry’s most treasured possession. She handed the Guide 
to Henry and helped Dad set up the sleeping bags around the fire. 

Momma crawled over to Henry, wrapping a warm arm around his shoulders. 
“Do you want to learn how to make your very first s’more? I was saving these 
marshmallows for the perfect night, and I think tonight is special.”

Henry and Dad and Momma made s’mores, and Dad told a scary story with a 
flashlight held under his chin, and Momma delighted Henry with her tinkling laugh, 
and everything in the world seemed right to Henry.

When he was too sleepy to keep his eyes open any longer, Henry hugged the 
Guide to his chest and crawled into his sleeping bag. 

Fort Henry was at peace.
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