
Review by Con Connolly
“Gritty” would be an understatement as a descriptor for this short novel—set in Northern California, in
the aftermath of a lethal worldwide epidemic known as “The Sickness”, the protagonist is seventeen
and possibly the last woman on Earth; she lives happily in the woods with her father until a band of
militia types, led by ex-Special Forces and self-proclaimed Alpha male Braydon, kill the father and take
her captive.

Known only as “the female”, she leads a horrific existence, forced to service each of the men, on a rota
devised to prevent her becoming a cause of conflict. There is talk of using her as “a new Eve” but the
group is content to use and abuse her, keeping her locked up in a guarded cabin, from which she is
determined to escape, no matter the cost.

So far, so brutal but Epperson has written something far deeper and more meaningful than the crude
survivalist fantasy that the above summary suggests. For starters, the novella is written in verse, which
serves as a welcome distancing tool from the stark cruelty and savagery of the plot, although
Epperson’s verse is blank and direct, putting one in mind of writers like Cormac McCarthy (indeed, the
combination of the wanton brutality of humans, conducted under the beautiful but indifferent eye of
Nature reminded me of The Road). Again, like McCarthy (and also James Dickey’s Deliverance) there
is a focus on character under pressure, from internal turmoil, external conflicts and the vicissitudes of
the natural world and how these pressures inform and influence the moral choices made by
protagonists and antagonists alike that lifts the novel well above the level of the average thriller.

Epperson also cleverly inserts a few metatextual delights for the attentive reader. For instance, the
female is given a book to read, to alleviate the boredom of her captivity, which, we eventually discover,
is Joyce’s ULYSSES. Not only is this a clever aside that Epperson aspires to reworking myth here but it
also suggests that, as Joyce commented when he said that Dublin, if it were to vanish, could be
reconstructed perfectly from the pages of his novel, the female (who, in a moving latter section, names
herself) contains within her the seeds of the regeneration of civilization.


