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Nae-Née... 

Birth Control – Infallible, with 

Nanites and Convenience for All

By Stephanie C. Fox, J.D.

Nae-Née posits a world not unlike our own, as it confronts the major taboo of our time: the conflict between human overpopulation and the human desire to pass on one’s DNA and one’s culture.

Our planet’s ecosystem is being stressed past capacity to the brink of collapse due to biodiversity loss, rising sea levels, floods, droughts, overdependence on fossil fuels, and the climate changes that drive all that.

In short, the human species is in dire trouble due to overpopulation – its own.

No one seems remotely inclined to sacrifice any comfort or control over their habits in order to save the environment and ultimately their own future existence, happiness, or sense of purpose.

But there is a significant difference: nanite technology has advanced sufficiently to be of actual, practical use to physicians and scientists.

Nae-Née is a safe, reliable, user-friendly form of birth control. It is a microscopic nanite – a little robot. It contains a life-time supply of super-concentrated RU486, which the device releases whenever it detects a rise in hormones that indicates a fertilized embryo is about to implant itself.

All that the inventors – a husband-and-wife team – wanted was a convenient form of birth control that would reliably prevent pregnancy without pumping a woman’s body full of artificial hormones. Its name literally translates as “not born” and was chosen by Avril, the wife, to reflect her husband’s Scottish background and her own French ancestry. The story is told from Avril's point of view, a woman with Asperger's and a professor of women's medical history.

The world’s leaders have decided to make it the duty of every human being to participate in a bold new world policy, so they have drafted a treaty at the United Nations, and every nation has agreed to sign onto it. This is done on a date that doom-sayers have anticipated with predictions of various – and often unrelated – dire consequences: December 21, 2012. Under the terms of the treaty, all women must have a government-registered Nae-Née device.

Henceforth, every birth of any new human being must be licensed, and not everyone who wants a license to reproduce shall be granted one.

[image: Nae-Nee Title and Author Data.jpg]

[image: image]

Bloomfield, Connecticut, U.S.A.

Copyright © April 12, 2011 by Stephanie C. Fox

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by QueenBeeEdit Books, Connecticut.

This is a work of fiction. Any similarity to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Name: Fox, Stephanie C., author.

Title: Nae-Née – Birth Control: Infallible, With Nanites and Convenience for All. / Stephanie C. Fox.

Description: Connecticut: QueenBeeEdit Books, [2011].

Identifiers: ISBN: 978-0-9996395-1-1 (paperback)

Subjects: FICTION / Science Fiction / Hard Science Fiction. NATURE / Environmental Conservation & Protection. POLITICAL SCIENCE / Public Policy / Environmental Policy.

www.queenbeeedit.com 

Cover design by Stephanie C. Fox

Cover Illustration by Katelyn Marie Gagnon

Printed in the United States of America

This is story is a work of fiction.

Any similarity to persons living or dead 

is purely coincidental.

The names, characters, and incidents 

have all been created to build an engaging plot.

The places are real restaurants, shops, 

and museums in Manhattan.

This story is dedicated 

to the next generation of human beings.

I wish that the previous generations 

had thought ahead more on their behalf.
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Home, Without a Home

There were just too many of us now; too many people preparing for the best of everything, competing for too few slots. We couldn’t all be successes, but we didn’t accept that. Hamish and I had to be able to make something of ourselves, and contribute something important to the world. I couldn’t let myself believe otherwise, despite the foreboding I often felt.

Our generation’s futures – along with our own – seemed to be over before the fact.

My husband and I lived in idyllic suburbia with my parents and a cat, in West Hartford, Connecticut, in a beautiful chateau of a mansion. It was both lovely and oppressive.

Who wanted to live with their parents after getting married?! No one in Western cultures, that’s who. Nothing like the sound of a parent’s footsteps moving about the structure to quash any amorous inclinations...it made me wonder how couples in multi-generation homes did it.

The house was halfway up Stoner Drive, situated among a collection of similarly styled homes. Many had been built during the mid-twentieth century, at the peak of American prosperity. They were almost uniformly gorgeous, with beautifully manicured lawns and attractive landscaping to match. Our home was no different.

I liked everything about the place, except for the fact that it was long past the time when I should have been able to have my own home with Hamish, my husband. We had been married for several years, and our wedding had easily lived up to my mental image of a fairy tale – the image that I had been building on since childhood, one which my parents had made a reality, on the summer solstice of 2002. I had done my best to hold up my end of the deal by finding my soul mate, so that the fairy tale would extend beyond the wedding to the marriage.

At least, that had been the idea. We didn’t want kids. We wanted a home of our own in our own country. I also wanted the satisfaction of seeing my husband become a financial as well as a professional success, to share our own pet cat, and the chance to travel to places of our choice rather than where work took us. I still believed that I had chosen well, despite Hamish’s constant requests for reassurance from me. He was living with the crushing expectation that he produce a continuous income from his efforts, and one sufficient in earning power to house us in comfort, convenience and togetherness.

Instead, here we were with my parents. I, Avril Antoinette Châtelet, D.Sci., J.D., published author of various books, medical historian and violinist, was now 40 years old and Hamish James MacDonall, M.D., Ph.D., doctor and engineer, was 50. It was frustrating.

We had met at Harvard, in a library, when I had needed some medical history data for a law paper. But we were working in our fields: I wrote books on all sorts of topics, and he worked with nanite technology, albeit in my parents’ basement when he wasn’t off teaching somewhere.

We had left many times to do fascinating things, both professionally and through our travels, but we had no steady income. Our curriculum vitas read like those of famous intellectuals in human history. But we were economically nonviable and back in my old room, with a portion of my parents’ finished basement allocated to Hamish’s engineering tinkerings. Tinkering pretty much summed it up; he knew his stuff, his work contributed appreciably to the scientific journal articles that he routinely co-authored, but none of it brought in a cent.

It was mostly funded by the small income generated by my own writing – a travelogue, a women’s medical history (herstory, really), and a children’s book – all published within the past few years. I co-authored scientific articles along with Hamish, but as I mentioned, none of it paid. Science articles aren’t written for the money; they are written to get the word out on one’s work. Once a scientist has a sufficient number of articles out in circulation, grant applications are more likely to be funded, thus bringing in a temporary income. The books that I had written were something to be proud of, but they didn’t make enough money to support an apartment. 

Hamish and I had that pleasure once, and only once. After 10 months in a beautiful faculty apartment in rural Connecticut, the grant was up, our lease was up, and we were forced to put the contents of our household into yet another storage unit. I had cried about it, despite knowing what was coming. We never really enjoyed our time in that apartment thanks to the knowledge that it was only temporary. That had been almost 4 years ago. And thus far, we had only succeeded in acquiring the contents of a home – not the home itself. It wasn’t good for our self-esteem.

At least my old room was still mine, with a queen-sized canopy bed made of carved, varnished cherry wood. My mother was a whiz at trolling estate and antique sales, and this bed was one of the many results. It was a heavy Victorian style one with curlicues and a pattern of roses and lilies on the headboard. White gauzy fabric was draped over the canopy, along with a pale pink rose-patterned fabric with matching curtains and pink wall-to-wall carpeting. I swore I would never allow my mother to change it. She loved to redo the décor of the house, while I loved to find the perfect thing and just take good care of it. The décor of my old room was perfect as it was, and I was lucky that my parents would have me back in it any time.

Only my books were missing.

My parents had boxed them all up after Hamish and I were married, when we had headed to Washington, D.C. for 6 months. I didn’t mind; I knew that they would treat my things carefully, not damaging any of them. When I thought of all the trees killed to produce books, and when I looked at how beautiful they were – whether they were coffee-table books full of glossy, colored photos, children’s books full of prints of watercolor paintings, or just novels – I wanted to keep them forever. I was careful not to even crack the spines on the paperback ones.

At least I had the cat to keep me company. He was a beautiful, short-haired, silky gray boy, a Chartreux cat bred by my maternal grandparents in Provence, France. His name was Spock, for the Star Trek character, and he was 12 years old; I always got to name our cats.

Earning an income seemed like climbing Mount Everest as I hoarded news articles in my computer. The economy was a mess all over the planet, jobs were vanishing rather than being created, and the planet itself was heating up and losing more and more beautiful, useful species of plants and animals that we humans needed in order to survive.

I had quite a stash of data saved to my hard drive, plus a couple of memory sticks, an external hard drive, and a laptop computer. Hamish had an identical array – all assembled and maintained by me. I was taking no chances; since I couldn’t afford as yet to pay for a remote storage service such as Acronis or Carbonite, I did what Mark Twain suggested: I put all of my eggs in one basket and watched that basket. This meant having everything under one roof.

My computer – a desktop – was in my room, on an antique (what else?) table in my old room. The stash was as virtual and as neat and organized as could be. Folders with subfolders and more subfolders, all named with precision and accuracy, were carefully stored and duplicated in the desktop, laptop, flash drives and external hard drive. It felt like my whole life was in there, and in a way it was: digital photos, scans of my published and unpublished pastel drawings, and all of my writings – fiction, legal, historical – plus Hamish’s writings.

At least a lot of it had been published for the world to see and read, and stored at the U.S. Copyright office. That was what I wanted to leave behind when I died (presumably of old age). That was the legacy I valued: not kids, but publications, and preferably those in book form.

I had asked my parents when I got engaged to Hamish – and told them that we didn’t want kids – if they were upset about their only child not wanting kids. My father had said “No – that just means that I won’t have to baby-sit.” My mother had said “No – I just want you to be happy. No one should have kids unless they really want to.” I had felt relieved.

Hamish spent the bulk of his time in the basement, working on his nanites, which are microscopic robots, so I pretty much had the place to myself for reading and writing. Despite the removal of my books, I had continued to amass more. There were piles here and there on tables and chairs, plus some boxes of CDs and DVDs that my mother would gripe about from time to time. I told her not to touch them; I wanted to be able to get at them sometimes.

But Hamish was wearing thin on my parents. His role, as they saw it, was to provide a home for us, not keep us living an itinerant, stressful existence. I felt trapped between wanting him and only him as my husband and secretly agreeing with my parents, wishing he could actually provide that home. The past 2 years had just been more of the same stress. My parents didn’t mind keeping me with them, but their patience with Hamish was running out.

He worked incessantly in his basement lab, but none of his inventions or formulations had yet been picked up by any major corporation. They all wanted the same thing: hand over full legal control of whatever he created, but keep paying all related expenses until we were bankrupt. No deal. I already knew what it was like to have something with potential, I told one of those vultures; I had no intention of learning first-hand what it was like to have signed away all future chance of having a continuous income from it.

If Hamish were to surrender and get a job, he could kiss that chance good-bye. The mere thought of doing so terrified and depressed us. My parents didn’t get any of this, but they thought my career was okay as it was. I got the Kuwait book published. I was just going with the advice of Mark Twain, writing what I knew. The proceeds paid the bills, kept the computers running, kept Hamish supplied with nanite tools, and allowed us to eat out together occasionally. It also maintained our car, a gift from my father, but with little left over.

Unfortunately, my father didn’t like the fact that Hamish was a big eater, despite being tall and thin. He once bitterly complained to Hamish that it cost $4,000 extra dollars when he stayed with us for a few months. I didn’t know whether that was a guesstimate or a perfectly accurate accounting, and I was afraid to check. Hamish started making a lot of trips on buses to food pantries after that, and finding work that kept him away for months on end. I hated it.

My father was a hugely successful international patents attorney whose clients included the company that had developed RU486. My mother was a former hospital nurse; she had worked mostly when I attended the Ethel Walker School, coordinating her schedule with mine. I was in school plays, taking violin lessons, and in the French club. That last activity was all too easy for a girl whose grandparents were all from France, but I loved it. I even spent part of every summer in Provence, visiting my maternal grandparents, helping them with their Chartreuse cats. It was fun spending time with Nana, who had lived into her eighties.

When I met Hamish, I was impressed by his ability to adjust to anything; I couldn’t.

Hamish could just toss his stuff in a corner and get to work, but I would have to organize my surroundings to perfection in order to settle in and start to feel at ease. Even then, I might have to sit in my dorm room at college or in my grandparents’ apartment in Paris, surrounded by my books, for a few days to feel calm. I stayed in their beautiful Haussmann-era apartment on the Left Bank while I worked on my doctorate at the Sorbonne.

Those were fun times; I would wander the streets of Paris at all hours (well...not the middle of the night!) as what Grandpère called a flâneur – literally, someone who walks around, exploring and observing. It took care of the anxiety, and was fun. Grandmère used to worry about me, warning me not to stay out too late, not to fall in with strangers or be too trusting, and not to go in any lonely alleys. But I heeded all warnings and nothing happened to me.

I hated myself for having such trouble with anxiety, but I had learned to live with it and to work with it. My solution was to just do everything that I either needed to do or really wanted to do, regardless of that fact that a case of crippling anxiety was often coming. I wasn’t going to let it stop me from writing, studying, publishing, or traveling.

It was either that or swallow fattening pills that dulled my thought processes to the point of not being able to write anything worth reading. Why bother? I had been there and done that. I would be unhealthy, unattractive, and nonproductive, not to mention no longer very interesting to be with. No...back to being my original, authentic, high-strung, but attractive and talented self. I was forty years old now; I would just have to live with the anxiety.

Hamish was beautiful to look at, despite his age. Being fifty years old made no difference; he was tall and thin, with thick, short dark hair that was just starting to go gray. I thought he resembled a depressed Craig Ferguson. I wished I could help, but aside from editing his letters and articles and talking to him, I was at a loss. As it was, although I didn’t hear anyone asking about my employment status, I knew that my own record wasn’t spectacular. The pay from my books came in fits and starts, tapering off to royalties after a short burst at the start. I had to be careful with it.

There was a television and DVD player in our room, which was great if we felt the need to hide while trying to forget about our predicament. But Hamish was an early bird, and I a night owl. He spent his time tinkering in the basement, trying to invent the perfect nanite device or e-mailing people, frantically trying to market whatever was ready. I was in there more than he was.

When I thought it over, I knew that I hadn’t had any really terrible problems.

My nice husband wasn’t interested in anyone but me, and was impressed with my intellect, work, hobbies, cooking and baking. We even collaborated on some work. He thinks I am beautiful, and we both like and dislike the same things.

By now you know what there is to know about me. I don’t care whether you approve of me or not, or whether or not you agree with me about everything or most things. Obviously, if weren’t curious to read this, you wouldn’t be doing it.

It was now June of 2010, a couple of days before the graduation party for my cousin Jacques, who had just finished high school. I had promised to provide a dish for the party, so I went to the Whole Foods store in West Hartford. 

As I drove, I thought about the pollution that the blue, 1996 C-Class Mercedes was spewing into the atmosphere, contributing to the carbon monoxide levels and heating up the planet. I felt bad, but it must be okay to go out to buy food, I reasoned. That was one reason why I didn’t use the car much. The other reason was my writing career; I wrote at home.

The Mercedes had been a law school graduation gift from my father. It was safe, like a tank, reliable, and would last a long time. I liked it a lot. But it burned fossil fuels, so I wondered whether I ought to get a Prius if I could ever afford one, but I didn’t trust their computer controls. I don’t approve of allowing computers to run things, thanks to the moral of the Terminator movies: if humans create something that can think independently, it will just push us out of its way and threaten us. Plus the Prius was a light-weight car – not so safe, Dad had taught me.

Driving along, I mused about alternative fuels.

Electric batteries: not that great, because the same fossil fuels were burned to energize the batteries, with a significantly smaller return on the investment. The car would go too slowly and run out of energy a lot sooner than a tank of gas would. Realistically, people who were used to driving at sixty to eighty miles per hour wouldn’t willingly give that up. No, the replacement would have to be something that didn’t force people to slow down.

Biofuel: again, not so great, because producing it took away land that could be growing food for the Earth’s exponentially increasing human population. Also, it hadn’t yet proven that it could overcome the same difficulties that electricity as car fuel presented.

Wind energy: a great fuel alternative, just not for cars. The white turbines were attractive enough to look at – not eyesores – and when placed near other ambient noise, seemed quiet. 

Nuclear energy was no good; why trade one dangerous fuel for another?

So what was the solution? Driving less was one, but most people had to get to offices or other jobs, which meant using their cars. We couldn’t all avoid that by working at home.

Too bad nuclear fusion hadn’t yet been perfected. That would burn cleanly, but it was still in the works at CERN in Switzerland. As soon as it was ready, I was sure that the German engineers of Mercedes would get going on the idea of a fusion-powered car. Meanwhile, CERN had to plod along slowly, because they used electricity for their underground experiments. That meant taking winters off, because they couldn’t deprive the Alpine residents of heat.

So it was the fossil fuel-powered Mercedes for now.

I pulled into the parking lot at Whole Foods and found a space, took my plastic bags with handles that the store sold, and headed inside. In Manhattan, if you forgot to use those bags, they would charge you 99 cents per paper bag, plus it might break as you walked back to your apartment. Why didn’t they do that in the suburbs, I wondered?

The place was stocked full of wonderful fresh fruits and vegetables. As I began shopping in what was a monument to the top of the food chain on a planet that was currently operating at 20 percent above its capacity to feed everyone on it, I filled my cart with red raspberries, and then pushed off in search of several wheels of brie cheese and puff pastry from the freezers. This store was a place to buy stuff that couldn’t be found easily at another, less expensive store. Since I was shopping for a special occasion, I might as well enjoy Whole Foods, I had told myself.

Free samples of fresh and packaged products were being offered every which way I turned. I tried some of everything, had a cup of Mocha Java coffee with almond milk at the coffee counter, and found some blueberry beer. It was fun in here for a gourmet cook and baker.

That is, until I started tripping over all the little kids; school was out and camp hadn’t yet started. Damn. The little brats raced around, crashing into me and other strangers as they played, heedless of the fact that we didn’t want to deal with out-of-control games and potential crying fits. Mothers smiled stupidly as they reined them in, stopping them from running on ahead. I didn’t smile back. I thought of the strain on the public school systems, wondering about the quality of the town’s high schools by the time they were old enough to attend.

What was wrong with these people, wanting so many kids without a thought as to their slim and slimming future chances at an education and access to all these wonderful foods? The planet couldn’t produce enough to satisfy such demands, so it simply wouldn’t. Not that anyone would listen to me, so I just kept my thoughts to myself. I had Jacques’ party to prepare for.

Jacques had been very busy at school, with a huge role in his senior play, a spot on the varsity lacrosse team, and singing. As a result, he was headed to a good college and his parents were satisfied. He was their youngest child; his older brothers were in college. Edgar – who hated his name and insisted upon being called Ed – was set to graduate from Penn State next spring. Fabian would start his sophomore year at Union College in the fall.

They were lucky, and I was glad. I followed the news and noticed that more and more teens were finding that schools did not have room for them, regardless of their qualifications. When I had applied, the standard practice was to apply to one’s dream school, plus a safety school – usually the state university – and some in-between schools.

Not anymore...now state schools were glutted with applications, and could take their pick. Overpopulation had to be behind this; there was no way that a failure to get accepted someplace decent was always the kids’ fault when you saw high GPAs and lots of extracurricular activities. Then what happened after college? No jobs.

Everyone wanted to be an educated, middle-class professional now. That left too few Americans to take other jobs which were still crucial to maintaining a functioning economy. Who would do the manufacturing that remained in the U.S. (not exported to China/India/ Philippines? Who would do the farming? Some Americans still wanted to do that, but often only after getting a Bachelor’s degree in agricultural studies. Everything seemed to be running on intellectual achievements; without them, you just weren’t in the club.

I drove home and got to work on the Brie en Croute with raspberry project. It took the whole afternoon, with a break for dinner, and into the evening, so I watched Bones as I worked. She drove a blue Prius to a crime scene. Interesting, but I still didn’t want one.

On Saturday, the four of us headed out together for the party. Jacques was looking forward to college in the fall, even though the school, Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut, wasn’t his first choice. Northwestern University had turned him down. To his great disappointment and the undisguised satisfaction of my uncle, he would be going to college close to home. Uncle Charlie expected Jacques to join his real estate business after college.

But Grandmère, who lived with them, said it was a party school. When did the students study? I didn’t see what all of the fuss was about. Wesleyan was a perfectly respectable school. At least it wasn’t what Hamish called an academic mill, like our state university, which kept raising its tuition to devote more of its budget to sports. I wished Grandmère wouldn’t compare everyone to her oldest son, my father, who studied at the Sorbonne and Cornell Law School.

Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie had moved into a McMansion off of Beacon Hill in West Hartford. The house was a huge cookie-cutter affair with small trees, little privacy – except for the fence around the huge rectangular swimming pool that they had added – and as yet minimal landscaping. Uncle Charlie was a real estate developer, and he had been involved in projects all over the state and some in Massachusetts. Aunt Zoe did the payroll at his office one day a week.

The guest list included the family, business contacts of Uncle Charlie’s, friends of Aunt Zoe’s, and Jacques high school friends. Grandmère was inside, I knew, and not interested in swimming, bright sunlight, or noise. I didn’t blame her. She had moved in with them after Grandpère had died, 6 years earlier, and sold her Haussmann apartment to my father. Time to be near her other children, she said, after being near Tante Adrienne and Oncle Pierre for so long.

“Camille!  Henri! Good – you can help me set up.” Aunt Zoe came rushing to greet us as at the front door. “Camille, Avril – I need help setting up trays of hors d’oeuvres. Henri, Hamish – Charlie needs help setting up chairs and tables out back. Oh, Avril – you made the little Brie en Croute things! Thank you so much!” Aunt Zoe, whom Uncle Charlie had met after moving to Connecticut, was always effusive. She grabbed one of the containers from my mother.

“They are Brie et Framboise en Croute,” I said. Aunt Zoe paused, lifted the lid to admire them, and rushed toward the kitchen with the box. We followed her with the other ones.

Hamish glanced back at me, gave me a slight smile, and headed out back with my father to help with the chairs. Uncle Charlie had a huge pile, and I could hear him thanking them for arriving early. He was rushing about, setting up 20 round tables with 8 chairs at each.

There was Grandmère, sitting with her customary glass of cranberry-raspberry juice, on a deep, comfortable chair in the living room, where she could watch the party until the sun went down. After that, she would go outside and eat with us. Her own Chartreux cat, a female named Simone (after Simone de Beauvoir), sat on the arm of her chair, purring.

I went over to kiss her, complemented her on her outfit, went through the usual reassurances when she said she didn’t look good anymore, and headed back to the kitchen. She did look nice; she just hated what the aging process had done to her appearance. She had been gorgeous when she was young, with thick, dark hair, eyes the same sapphire blue color as mine but deeper-set and smaller, and a nice figure. Her thick, snowy white hair was coiffed elegantly. She even had a nice shape, despite being 90 years old and the mother of 3 children – my aunt, her middle child, still lived in Paris and worked as a curator at the Musée d’Orsay.

After saying hello, I went back over to the kitchen to put the Brie en Croute on plates. Grandmère watched quietly from her seat; the kitchen was a nice, well-lit, open area with an island facing the living room. I was glad to have something to do for a while. Unfortunately, I was finished in 20 minutes, thanks to my mother’s help. Back to Grandmère on the cushy sofa.

After she had quizzed me about my writing, violin-playing (Had I brought it? No. Why not? This party isn’t about me, and there are little kids running around who might try to touch it.), Hamish’s work (No sales yet? Why doesn’t he just quit and get a job? Job – where? There are no jobs, and he doesn’t have a driver’s license.), kids (When are you going to have kids? Never. What?!), she had exhausted her repertoire of inquisition.

I tried to distract her with some questions about herself. How was she? Fine, except for a few minor heart palpitations. Red wine helps with that, she added. What had she been doing lately? Just a few drawings. Grandmère had taught me how to do beautiful pastel drawings, and she was very pleased that I had published a book about Nana’s Chartreux cats using our shared talent and skill, as was I. (Could I see her latest work? Sure, later on.)

But then she went back to the subject of kids. “Why don’t you try baby-sitting? You might find that you want kids if you do that.”

“No way. I hate being around kids – the younger they are, the worse it is. I’ve told you this before; all while I was a kid, I was eager to get older so that I wouldn’t have to spend time around kids any more. Hamish doesn’t want kids either; we want a cat. I won’t baby-sit.”

“But who will take care of you when you are old?”

“I don’t know. But I don’t believe that one’s kids would automatically do that. If we had kids, I could still just as easily get stuffed into some horrid nursing home with awful smells and group activities and bad food so that they wouldn’t have to bother with me.”

“Not if you raise them right.”

“Really Grandmère – did someone drug your drink? I don’t know why you would believe in such fantasies. Even the most properly raised kids will find a way out of doing something if they don’t want to do it. You were lucky you could move in with Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie.”

“It’s Charles,” she said irritably, making a Francophone “sh” sound for the first 2 letters.

“How many times do I have to tell you that I agree with you about that, Grandmère?! You’re preaching to the choir.” I said testily. “The problem is that it is Uncle Charlie’s name, and we can’t enforce our wishes onto it or him. I think I’ll go see what else is going on now.”

She looked glumly at me, and said to go talk to Mindy. Mindy was Zoe’s younger sister. I didn’t want to spend time with her. Mindy was 15 years younger than Aunt Zoe, the same age as me, and always pregnant. I found her sitting near the pool, looking bored and vacuous as she watched her 6-year-old and 4-year old girls running around the pool, jumping in and out, and yelling “Look at me!” every few minutes. In her lap was her 11-month-old baby boy.

I decided to get it over with and went outside to say Hi to her.

“Avril!” Mindy waved to me as I approached. “How are you?”

“Fine. How are you?”

“Tired. Would you mind watching the kids for me and holding Sam?”

“Yes, I would mind. Do NOT hand him to me. I’ll disappear if you try.”

She looked offended at me. I didn’t care. I pointed out that her phrasing of that question was an open invitation to an honest response. Any other response – including, but not limited to a polite one – would entrap me into child-care. “Why did you ask me – chance or deliberation?”

“Chance – and you have never sat for them.”

“So the answer is both. Well, choose someone else. I don’t want my own kids, and I don’t want to watch any – not for a nanosecond. Some interaction with them will just go wrong if I do, and you’ll hold it against me. I’m not setting myself up for that.”

Great attempt at entrapment, Grandmère, I thought to myself. But that would have required acquiescence on my part. As I mused about that, Mindy spoke to me again.

“Avril, you really need to learn some social skills – and maybe blink some more.”

I looked at her, cold and amused. “There are some social skills that I just don’t want, such as those that lead to child care. I’m deliberately breaking the rules. It’s premeditated. As for the excessive blinking that most people do, that is like fingernails on a chalkboard to me, combined with inanity, and an irrelevant criticism. My husband doesn’t blink much either, and I love that.”

She looked annoyed, but couldn’t resist asking me, “What’s a nanosecond?”

She had always treated me like a child, even though we were both in our teens when we met. I was so glad that she had gone to Conard High and not the Ethel Walker School; she would certainly have been a bully to me. But she was without her old clique of friends here, so she wasn’t at her worst. The weird thing was her curiosity; always because of some remark of mine.

“A nanosecond is a billionth of a second,” I told her.

With that, I rushed over to my father and Hamish. “Can I help with this? It looks like you have a ways to go, and I need to get away from child-care requests.”

Dad looked at me, grinned, and handed me a folded chair. He didn’t like Mindy or little kids much either; I had gotten interesting when I was old enough to study, which was – fortunately for us both – when I was 6 years old. Before that, I was a quiet, staring kid. After that, I would suddenly fire a long string of questions at him, interrupting his thoughts.

Hamish grinned too, and said, “I heard what you said. Good for you.” Lucky Hamish; guys didn’t get so much pressure to deal with kids. I was glad to be female; I just didn’t like the pressure. Resistance was not futile, and could be entertaining; it certainly had shock value.

All too soon the chairs were set up. Not to worry; Aunt Zoe came out with balloon-patterned tablecloths, plastic cutlery, and paper plates and cups. Back to work! She dashed off to let the caterer in. My mother appeared with the Brie, and I told her that Mindy was looking for a respite from her kids, so if she knew of some willing person other than me, to let her know.

Mindy looked at me sideways, but kept her mouth shut. My mother looked at me, but didn’t say anything. She knew that every time I had ever dealt with little kids or been a substitute teacher or sitter, I got a galloping migraine and was clueless as to how to handle the noise and exuberance. I needed quiet and independence. It was like oxygen to me.

My mother went over to Mindy and sat down. “Would you like me to hold Sam so you can go use the bathroom?” She always asked exactly what people wanted to hear, but then my mother was a nurse and a mother...and conventional.

“Oh!  Thank you so much!” Mindy handed the baby over instantly and got up. I didn’t feel the slightest guilt; I had informed someone else that she wanted help as soon as I saw a likely candidate. Before heading inside, Mindy paused. “Camille, did you hear our news?”

“No. What news?”

“I’m pregnant again!” She beamed at my mother.

“That’s wonderful!” My mother smiled sweetly at her.

I didn’t agree, but I said “Congratulations” as Mindy passed me. I didn’t deliver that line with any enthusiasm, however, so she just said thanks, having taken it down a notch. People with kids were never my friends. Sooner or later my anxiety would resurface, and they wouldn’t want me around their kids. That was why I didn’t bond with people who had kids.

The caterer arrived and brought out dish after dish of food, forming a buffet on a long side table. This coincided with the arrival of Jacques and 10 of his friends. I got a plate of guacamole and chips, found a seat, and silently watched as he and 6 other boys and 4 girls in swimming trunks and bikinis swarmed around a table, chatting happily, ignoring the adults around them. Aunt Zoe had to come over and order Jacques to go and greet the adults.

Strange...I never had to be told to meet and greet everyone when my parents threw me a party. I did it each time I graduated from a degree program, and when Hamish and I got married. The nonconformity that I exhibited was always something other...like keeping my own last name after marriage, and not preferring to be with a large crowd of people my own age. I’m better one-on-one, and I love being with older people. They always have great stories to share.

Observing people of all sorts is endlessly fascinating, and I spent the evening doing that.

When Jacques came back to sit with his friends, they all chatted happily about the colleges and universities that had accepted them. One kid was very quiet, but when asked, he said he was going to study pre-med. I couldn’t hear where he said he was going, and the girl next to him was so animated about Brown University, that I just listened to her talk for a while.

As the evening wore on, I moved around a couple of time to chat with different people. The conversation revolved around college, jobs, and where to buy or build a house, and all I could think was, Easter Island, here we come. I had human overpopulation on my mind constantly. We would use up all natural resources, kill each other over what little of value that remained, and that would it. The Earth would be just fine without us, and eventually recover.

Another topic that kept cropping up was Star Trek. They thought their kids were going to have an optimistic future like the one in Star Trek?! Not at the rate we were going; with the collision course that humans had put the environment on, we were more likely to suffer the resource scarcity of Mad Max and the misery that went with it, and soon. Too many people were being born, let alone in existence already. That people would continue to have lots of kids, regardless of their future, bothered me whenever I thought about it, which was a lot.

The mere thought that many teenagers who had worked and studied so hard to qualify for admission to competitive colleges and universities would not be admitted to those schools was enough to put me into a black mood. No new places were being created while the pool of applicants continued to expand exponentially as people continued to reproduce with seeming abandon, oblivious to these grim realities. And none of this was what the parents wanted to hear.

If a kid couldn’t get admitted to a competitive college or university, it was assumed that she or he had to have slacked off. But I knew that this just wasn’t so. Kids who attended private school kids had an edge as did the ones at public schools in wealthy towns – with a high tax base – might as well be attending private schools. Those schools would not have cut the arts.

But even the kids from the finest private schools were likely to soon find some of their numbers not being accepted to competitive schools: kids who played the French horn, the bassoon, or the violin...kids who had roles in a school play every year...kids who served as class president...kids who wrote for their school newspaper. It was going to get worse.

I wondered how bad it would get before the parents understood what was happening. Could those parents ever accept that what they had was gone, and that their kids would miss out on it? Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie sat fielding questions from about their sons, happy and unaware. These details were important, but they didn’t see that change was coming.

If Jacques stayed out of trouble and found academic subjects that interested him, he would do well. At least he wouldn’t have loans from college. I was horrified whenever I considered the costs of a 4-year degree. When I graduated, it had cost something like $80,000 to $100,000 for the whole experience. Now it was double that...

Until it was time to go home, I worried that my mother would find fault with me somehow, criticizing my behavior at the party, and pointing out some sign of social ineptitude. I still wanted my mother, despite the conflicts that still occasionally cropped up between us.

It was just that I felt such safety and calmness when she was near, and could focus easily. My best work seemed to have always been done knowing that I could bounce ideas off her. My father and Hamish praised my creativity, but I wanted my mother for that sense of calmness.

I wanted it so much that I never ceased to be startled and angered when she criticized my social skills. All of them had been learned by rote due to her coaching. I had long ago accepted that I would never be able to pick up on subtle cues from what, to me, were illegible expressions in other people’s eyes. Unspoken signals were just an indecipherable code to me. The only solution that had ever worked for me was not to care.

Hamish was okay on his own, even if he talked a bit too loudly sometimes. (He had some hearing damage in his left ear from the Kuwait War, but I would just remind him not to yell.) Hamish had fun regaling people with tales of grenade fishing, descriptions of how haggis is made, explanations of how nanites interacted with human tissue, and on and on.

When at last it was time to go home, my mother simply congratulated me on having had the sense to just tell her that Mindy wanted help with her kids and walk off. I was surprised. “But you said you thought it was wonderful that she’s having another kid. Do you really think so?”

“No, I don’t. But it was what she wanted to hear.”

“Why say what people want to hear if you don’t agree?”

“I don’t know; it’s just easier. But you don’t have to do that.”

“I won’t – I won’t lie. I won’t say what I really think if they don’t ask, and if I know that they won’t want to hear it, but I won’t say anything that isn’t true just to please people.”

“Mindy said that she likes kids when they’re babies best,” my mother confided.

“She loses interest in them as they get older?! That’s when they get interesting!” I was outraged. Dad and Hamish laughed and said that they agreed with me.

Later, my mother told me that she didn’t see any real problems with me, or any point in arguing over every social encounter. She just wanted to enjoy being with me, she said.

Hamish was relieved when I told him so as we went to sleep. He worried about how I was getting along with my parents as he still hadn’t made a continuous income for us. Why couldn’t we manage that together?!

My husband was a nice person to be with – my best friend and soul mate.
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Chapter 2
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My Awesome Idea

A week went by.

I spent it as usual, frustrated and scared about the future – our own future in particular – our chances for making it through life let alone making a living, plus the litany of problems that I couldn’t stop noticing as I read about the world.

I also spent it trying not to obsess about this too much...by playing my violin on my usual ruthless schedule, which certainly helped, every day at 3 p.m. for an hour. I liked the music by John Williams best – I loved movie soundtracks and scores – and Danny Elfman, Howard Shore, Leonard Rosenman, Rachel Portman, Alexandre Desplat, Hans Zimmer...and so on.

My father and grandparents didn’t approve. Why didn’t I like the classics best? What about Claude Debussy? Mozart? Well...for a Tanglewood concert, sure, those were my favorites, but I just loved to imagine that I was at the movies, with my mood rising and falling in a manic dash through the plots of my favorite stories.

When I wasn’t playing the violin or helping with the cooking, I would read, hoping for more inspiration to write. I was currently in a state of writer’s block, wishing for a new project. To pass the time, I read a book on the history of Paris – the seamy, seedy side of the city – and a Pulitzer Prize-winner, Hot, Flat, and Crowded. Hamish said that it did nothing for my mood, but I couldn’t stop reading it and then thinking about the reasons why the world and opportunities for enjoying it seemed to be narrowly exponentially...and seemingly in direct proportion to the exponentially expanding human population.

Late at night I would watch David Letterman and Craig Ferguson on television, and then Hamish would say that I was watching his substitute, allowing myself to be entertained by his stand-in while he slept or toiled in his workshop. I didn’t deny it.  

It was a bit weird; the Scottish comic was from the same city as Hamish – Glasgow – and although they had never met, I did feel as though I was watching a stand-in for my often mentally as well as physically absent husband. The sad part was that when Hamish was away, which was often and for long stretches of time (a few months at a time in Hungary, Austria or Kuwait), I used Ferguson’s show as a substitute to keep me company. It had gutter humor – but it resembled Hamish’s style, and I missed him, so I watched it just before going to sleep.

Despite the comic’s self-deprecating habit of saying that his audience must not have cable or high-definition television, I did, and yet I chose to watch him. I would remind Hamish of this silly irony whenever he suggested that his work wasn’t sufficiently spectacular or otherwise up to par, when in fact the problem was a lack of hype, through no fault of his own. The comparison would perk Hamish up; he knew his work was excellent, even if it wasn’t making tons of money. It was good, honest, peer-reviewed science that suffered from a lack of appreciation – financial appreciation. At least it was published in high-impact factor journals.

Part of our problem was that we were both Aspies – adults with Asperger’s Syndrome, which is high-functioning autism. At least we each had great educations. We were lucky that way. Granted, one makes one’s own luck by applying to graduate school and studying to completion of a degree, but there are so many Aspies who either don’t have that opportunity or who just have such a tough time with change that they can’t make it through any program. I was just very determined; I would endure the crippling anxiety brought on by change, suffering through it for a few days after arriving in another geographic location, then settle in and work.

Hamish seemed to have less trouble with a change of venue than I did. He also hoped to get us settled someplace that we would both enjoy living in, but as yet we had only gone through various false starts.

Shortly after we were married, Hamish had applied for several grants at Georgetown University while we stayed with a professor he knew, a bachelor with a townhouse in Foggy Bottom. But the grants weren’t funded and we had been forced to return. At least I had made the most of my time there, visiting all of the Smithsonian Museum branches on the National Mall, plus the monuments to Lincoln, Jefferson, and the sprawling, 4-part, outdoor one to FDR and Eleanor. Once, I even dragged Hamish out to see the cherry blossoms from Japan when they bloomed around the Jefferson Memorial.

My husband and I had traveled because of our work, teaching and writing. Work had taken us to Austria (all too briefly!), Hungary, and Kuwait. Ironically, I had had a better time of it in Kuwait than in Hungary. This still amazed me, because I had not loved being in Kuwait either, and because I had always wanted to visit and explore Austria, but the actual day-to-day experience of being in those places had led to this odd conclusion. Hungary was not any place that I had wanted to spend time in, and the experience of it cemented that feeling.

Austria had been a short stopover for a couple of scientific conferences on the way to a semester in Hungary. I loved the opportunity to see Mozart’s hometown of Salzburg, and Hamish and I had managed to see it for a few days together while attending a conference there. I also loved to wander around Vienna. It was a beautiful city, and we even got tickets to a performance of Die Zauberflöte.

Then it was off to Hungary. But we were doing little other than guest lecture while writing more journal articles (for months), and eating some really awful food. Hamish got along well with people, except for a brief hospital stay after he had stepped on a sharp object at a faculty picnic in the countryside. That was when he finally understood what I had been trying to tell him for the first half of our stay: Hungarian people are very nice, but they only understand their own view of the world. They really aren’t interested in anything different. So if you got depressed – and Hamish got very depressed when he couldn’t call me or e-mail me whenever he liked, or just keep working – they just didn’t understand.

We had no laptops then, and Hamish keeps calm by working nonstop. I have to drag him to restaurants, bookstores, movies and museums, but he does go when I insist. Then he says that he can’t relax and enjoy himself until he makes money. When his week on IV antibiotics was up, the doctors let him out of the hospital – and the university footed the bill. 

Hamish does well in rough environments with lousy food. It’s a byproduct of his background: he was in the British army as a chemical weapons officer during the Kuwait War, plus he is Scottish, so he was raised on lousy food with few fresh fruits and vegetables. He ate dehydrated, vile MREs (Meals Ready to Eat) in the army. He claimed to be able to eat almost anything, and he likes to try exotic foods from other cultures, just for the adventure of it.

Not me.  I got very sick in Hungary. I hate cabbage, turnips, beef, pork, organs (such as liver), pickled foods...in short, just about anything that was standard fare there. I had warned my husband about this before going. But he just didn’t understand that I won’t eat if I am repulsed by the food or its smell, even if I am hungry. He had to see that to believe it. I did cook on the tiny stove in our apartment, but it was difficult to find ingredients that I wanted to use.  Sometimes I dared to eat fresh fruits and vegetables, but always with the same result: galloping diarrhea. I lost a lot of weight. That was two years after we were married.

When we came home, my mother had a fit as soon as she saw me, and my father gave Hamish a terrible look. Hamish had been worried too, but he couldn’t force-feed me. A trip to the doctor confirmed it: she said that I was malnourished and would have to eat more and a lot of the things that I actually loved to eat: fresh fruits, vegetables, fish, and even some French fries and dessert. A month later I looked and felt okay. I would remind Hamish of this whenever he talked about getting us another teaching assignment in a foreign country.

My mother had responded to my weight loss with what she thought was the perfect solution: she had taken me to a psychiatrist who put me on antidepressants and anti-anxiety pills. My weight, never a problem before, suddenly ballooned by 40 pounds. I was constantly hungry. I was still eating healthy foods, but too much of them.

I was really upset. My clothes didn’t fit, and I stopped writing and playing the violin. I wheezed when I walked up stairs. My heart raced and I wondered if I would get diabetes from the excess weight. My thought processes had dulled and slowed. I was entirely too complacent about everything, and Hamish said he no longer recognized the person he had married. That was it; I stopped the pills. And the result was impressive: in just 3 months, I was back down to my normal size and shape. I looked and felt great.

One person later asked me, “Wouldn’t you rather be fat and happy than anxious and pretty?” “No way!” was my vehement reply. Never again. Not be pretty anymore? Not be able to write or make intelligent conversation?! Forget it – life wasn’t worth living on those terms.

Better to feel things intensely and be creative and able to write. After much explanation and arguing with my mother, she had to accept that. So here we were again, with me writing and playing violin and watching Spock stare at me all day – or fall asleep, purring – while Hamish tinkered away in the basement.

All of the reading I did just added to our glum outlook about chances for earning money; more and more indications that Americans must seek jobs in foreign countries rather than in our own cropped up. And I didn’t want to leave my own country; I don’t care how that sounds. Travel is one thing, but I get so anxious with a change in my environment. I applied for jobs, but when it said “Are you willing to relocate?” I always checked “No.”

Living in Kuwait for several months only served to confirm this. But it was an adventure, and I am not sorry I went. We went because Hamish was working with a colleague that he had collaborated with after the war there, a physician and pharmacologist at Kuwait University. They were studying the effects of chemicals released into the environment, to help their patients.

I went along mostly as Hamish’s companion, though I did deliver a couple of lectures at Kuwait University. That was interesting enough in itself; I spent half the time studying the students and half focusing on delivering the lectures properly. Just observing them made had me determined to learn all about their culture and religion. While I was at it, I figured that I might as well write a book about it all. Armed with a laptop and a digital camera, I wrote a detailed journal of my experiences in Kuwait.

The only publication I had found before going there was a chapter in a Lonely Planet guide to the Middle East. At least it had told me enough so that I could give my informed consent to accompanying Hamish: No veil, scarf, or robe was required.

I was pleased that I could dress as usual, with my hair fully visible, wear makeup, and my usual long pants, short-sleeved shirts, and sandals that showed raspberry pink nail polish on my toes. I had long, wavy, black hair, sapphire blue eyes with long lashes, clear skin, nice features, and didn’t need much makeup. I could also possess and control of my own passport. So I had agreed to the adventure.

What I didn’t like about Kuwait was the religiousness; I don’t like religiousness, regardless of which religion it is that crops up. I also did not like the persistent pressure to conform to the group. Being female and different just made it more noticeable. I met Kuwaiti women whose husbands made everyday decisions for them, Kuwaiti men who didn’t want their own daughters (it was like they wanted to send them back to the store and exchange them for sons), and everywhere I went, people asked us when we would have kids. We didn’t want to!

Having kids just to take care of you when you are old is selfish. Having them to perpetuate your DNA is selfish, too. And unless I could afford to give a child everything that I had: private school, music lessons, travel, college and graduate school – plus have a great interest in spending lots of time with them – that kid should not be brought into existence. It’s just not fair or right; either the best can be afforded with the child wanted, or forget the whole thing. The world is overpopulated anyway. Hamish was in complete agreement, as were my parents.

Those were the aggravations of living in Kuwait...plus I got hissed at by some men (In the West, they hoot; in the Middle East, they hiss). It would happen whenever Hamish and I went out to buy groceries, which was after dark when it was cool enough to walk about outside.

Other than that, I did enjoy the cuisine of Kuwait, with its fresh fish, fresh fruit (the most delectable, sweet, red, flawlessly ripe strawberries grew at the Wafra Farms Oasis!), and saffron rice. A Kuwaiti woman I made friends with showed me the cakes that she made: each one was a plain pound cake, infused with saffron, cardamom, and vanilla, the world’s three most expensive spices, in that order. Kuwait tea was super-brewed, awful stuff, and they all wanted to load it with sugar, but Hamish I found the most wonderful coffee at the local grocery stores: it was a Turkish blend of finely-ground, cardamom-infused heaven. We loved that.

I dragged him to every museum I could, forcing him to abandon his scientific work for a day here and there, thus compiling enough notes to proceed with my book. He didn’t mind, and the book was worth the effort. I figured that if a good one for foreigners didn’t already exist, I could write one, and I did! When we came back from Kuwait, at least this time I looked healthy enough. I had the beginnings of a book and a huge collection of photos.

When I wasn’t writing books, I was researching women’s medical and herbal history: corsets, midwives, so-called witches who were really herbalists and cat lovers, women who became physicians like Elizabeth Blackwell, Margaret Sanger with her birth control advocacy campaign, and so on and on. I would write and publish articles on legal herstory and medical herstory. I loved it; it was something that didn’t pay, unlike the book-writing, but it enabled me to draw upon my French language background and the rest of my education.

Because I already knew French, I took Latin in high school. (I hated the idea of studying Spanish.) Knowing Latin had made it easy to follow the subject matter at the Sorbonne when I was working on my D.Sci. in the history of medicine. I had done my thesis on RU486, of all things, and a large portion of my dissertation had been about the history of gynecological treatments all over the world.

In my college days, I had worked a couple of retail jobs – everyone should try that at least once, so that they won’t be spoiled and will learn to appreciate what people-pleasing is like. The jobs were nothing special: just selling books at a small, independent shop, and counter help at a take-out joint. Never again...the owner liked to publicly humiliate the staff.

The best “retail” job I ever had was as a historic interpreter at the Mark Twain and Harriet Beecher Stowe House Museums. That job got me over my fear of public speaking. I loved being a guide. I read everything and anything by and about the authors, and then delivered a self-crafted and humorous lecture throughout each house. And...I got to tell people not to touch anything. It was the coolest job, and I did it for years – the last 2 summers during college, and then again off and on whenever I was home visiting from graduate school in Paris.

My only problems had involved working with children, which was mostly when school groups came on tours at the museums. I just don’t relate to them well. Toddlers and babies screech, and little kids make personal remarks. It all reminded me of actually being a kid, when I found groups stressful, exhausting, and irritating. Playground shrieks just tired and depressed me. I wanted to get home to my quiet room, and just read. 

Having kids my age to visit had tended to be a failure, too.  “Let them play with your dolls,” my mother would say. Why, I wondered... can’t one just make up stories in one’s mind? Once that’s done, the story is over and there’s no point in moving the dolls around, combing their hair, and thus destroying them. I was hopeless socially, and I still am. I kept in touch with the friends I had by phone and e-mail. These friendships dated from college, graduate school (not law school!) and the job at the museum.

Then I went on to law school at Harvard, and met Hamish; he was at Harvard Medical School. The Latin was useful again, and I did an independent study about outer space law – plus more medical history and health law. I loved it, and fell in love with the crazy Scotsman who liked to hone his skills with nanite technology while searching for medical applications for it. He had one year down and 3 to go, with his Ph.D. from M.I.T. already completed.

And why did I go to law school? Well...it was fascinating, but the other reason was that my father wanted it. It was with great relief that I heard my international law professor inform him of what I had understood about myself from day one as a One-L: that I did not have the aptitude for the practice of law. We were at a gathering of professors, attorneys and law students at the Café Fleuri in Boston after attending a symposium on patent law at a nearby hotel.

What a relief that was. I looked up and said “I know – but I’m not quitting. I’m finishing whatever I start, including this degree.” The professor looked at me with respect in his expression – smiled, even – and said that he wasn’t suggesting that. He told my father that there were plenty of other uses for a law degree.

My father didn’t bring it up again, but my mother later told me that he was deeply disappointed to hear that. Apparently, it had long been his secret hope – no, his unspoken assumption – that my D.Sci., which I had finished when I was 26 years old, would go very nicely with a J.D. as I followed in his professional footsteps.

But he got over it and said he was proud of me anyway. I was certified in his mind as some sort of intellectual heavyweight, and obviously talented in several respectable ways. Plus I had met a very promising bioengineer while attending Harvard Law School. Little did he suspect that Hamish’s education would fail to produce instant riches. What degree did that without inside connections?! Hamish was stoically doing his best to create the perfect lucrative technology that would improve human health, and thus far he had invented some valuable things. Alas, none of them were showstoppers. 

I had my parents to pay my tuition; Hamish had stipends. I suppose I might have done it with scholarships, but I agreed with my parents: it wasn’t right to take one away from an equally qualified candidate who lacked financially willing and able parents to foot the bills just to prove that I could get one. So I let them pay, studied hard, and finished on time.

Hamish was similar to me in terms of intellectual achievements and curiosity yet different in terms of his ability to rough it and live on the edge. He came from a rough area of Glasgow, and had left to attend Edinburgh University. I had left a sheltered home environment – with my usual sense of anxiety upon leaving home each time a break between terms ended – to attend the rural but beautiful William Smith College.

Hamish had left home without intending to move back, and known little comfort or security since then, but lots of adventure. I admired him; I couldn’t spend long periods of time on my own without a loss of productivity and constant anxiety. Any time that I had done so had begun with several days of adjustment, eating fruits and cereals and little else, seeing a gray haze in front of me rather than people and places, and just waiting for the cloud to pass. It literally looked like a cloud, even though I now understood that it was a physical view of my anxiety.

It was nice to have all that behind me and just enjoy watching show’s like Ferguson’s.

Spock would watch with me, staring with complete calmness at the graphic of the cat at the end of the show, regardless of what became of it: crushing, detonation, decapitation, whatever. Ferguson never failed to mention that if the cat got virtually clobbered, it was just a photo so that people wouldn’t write or call in, upset that he had murdered a cat. Spock just stared coldly during that explanation, looking like his intelligence has just been insulted.

I went walking sometimes in the sunshine, noticing that now that school was out, the swimming pools owned by wealthy grandparents were being frequented by their descendants. I liked the green grass, iris bulbs in bloom, lilacs, rose bushes, and bees buzzing around the flowers. The enjoyment didn’t seem to last long enough. The exercise, fresh air and perfume of the blossoms gave me a brief high, and then I would start brooding again: Letterman was always commenting that in 50 years, half of the species on this planet would have disappeared.

At least someone like Letterman was bringing it to the attention of the general public; his was the kind of show that was enjoyed by followers of popular culture. I liked it for a chance to observe human interchanges and humor – watching Charlie Rose and public television wouldn’t do nearly as much for me in the way of illustrating how most people thought. Intellectual discussions were good, but...I wanted to see regular people, and watch them. Letterman had a studio audience, and he trained the cameras on them routinely. Rose didn’t do any of that.

Here we Americans were, smugly commenting upon the fact that soon China and India would swell the Earth’s ozone
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