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Vaccine: The Cull

Nae-Née Wasn’t Enough

By Stephanie C. Fox, J.D.

Have you ever read a dystopian novel in which you wondered how the world as we know it collapsed?

Well...this novel explains that.

Most apocalypse stories begin sometime in the future, after the devastation has been wrought.

Not this one.

This one lets you watch the horror unfold.

After the U.N. population treaty implemented a policy of world-wide use of the birth control nanite, Nae-Née, human-caused stressors on the ecosystem literally heated up.

No longer was our planet on 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.

No – collapse was upon us at last.

The measures taken to handle resource shortages right in everyone’s backyards are shown: a population cull hidden in a vaccine (plus in many other vaccines), and a militarized surveillance society to manage the overflow.
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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.

This story is dedicated to Earth’s inhabitants, 

both human and others.

I wish that human arrogance of species would cease.

If it did, we might actually survive.

World population growth is widely recognized within the Government 

as a current danger of the highest magnitude calling for urgent measures... 

There is a major risk of severe damage [from continued rapid population growth] 

to world economic, political, and ecological systems and, 

as these systems begin to fail, to our humanitarian values.

-  National Security Study Memorandum 200: 


Implications of Worldwide Population Growth for U.S. Security and Overseas Interests


The Kissinger Report of December 10, 1974 – Declassified December 31, 1980
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In a time of universal deceit, telling the truth is a revolutionary act.

- George Orwell 
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In order to stabilize world population, we must eliminate 350,000 people a day.

-  Jacques Yves Cousteau
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Democracy cannot survive overpopulation. 

Human dignity cannot survive it. 

Convenience and decency cannot survive it. 

As you put more and more people into the world, 

the value of life not only declines, it disappears. 

It doesn't matter if someone dies. 

The more people there are, the less one individual matters.

- Isaac Asimov
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Basically, then, there are only two kinds of solutions to the population problem.

One is a “birth rate solution,” in which we find ways to lower the birth rate. 

The other is a “death rate solution,” in which ways to raise the death rate 

– war, famine, pestilence – find us. 
—Paul Ehrlich, The Population Bomb
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One person’s utopia is everyone else’s dystopia.
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No one seems to have a viable solution to human overpopulation and the pressure that it puts on the planet’s ecosystem.

We humans are an invasive species, using up the Earth’s resources at a rate that it cannot keep pace with, and so we are currently experiencing an age in which other species are being depleted at a rate that qualifies as the sixth mass extinction ever detected on our planet.

In just half a millennium, we have lost 322 species, and another 20,000 are at risk.

So what, some say. Let’s live for today. Let the next generation deal with it.

Others simply disbelieve the science, pointing to religion over logic, preferring the mythological fairy tale that some divine entity granted humans primacy over all other species, to do with as we please.

That selfish idea is at the root of it all.

Oh, but if only we humans would ALL do as we should, we would have a sustainable future for as many of us as we wish to procreate, others say. Since when have ALL humans EVER done that?!

Never, that’s when.

This is why I say that no one, no matter how logical and carefully thought out their idea, has yet come up with a viable solution to this problem.

Hence the Orwellian solution that the United Nations pushed through on December 21, 2012, the date that conspiracy theorists had so loved to promote as a harbinger of doom. Why not? Might as well choose that date!

The solution was to co-opt the voluntary nanobotic birth control device that my husband and I had created (I thought of the idea, he made it a reality), called Nae-Née, whose name translates from the Scottish-French as “Not-Born.” Now every woman on the planet had one, tracked by government computers. Constant surveillance of our fertility was the implemented “solution”.

We had made a tremendous financial profit on it before that happened, paid back my father for his start-up funding in patent fees and legal assistance, advertising, and so on. After that, we had gone on to enjoy life for a while.

But...then the effects of anthropogenic – human-caused – climate change began to be felt. Life changed even more drastically as sea levels rose dramatically, with more people existing on less land.

Chapter 1

Nae-Née Wasn’t Enough

In many ways, the world around me looked the same, but it felt different.

It felt like it was...contracting.

That gave me a steady sense of anxiety, which came with a slight shortness of breath.

The best I could do when that feeling hit – which usually happened after reading, listening to, or watching the news – was to think of something else. Playing my violin helped. So did writing. The music let me escape into the movies, and books-in-progress let me concentrate on whatever topic I was researching. There were plenty; I was always curious about something.

Another option was to watch a movie, preferably a science fiction one that presented an optimistic view of humanity in the future, such as any movie in the Star Trek universe. That helped until I would remember that we were experiencing the sixth mass extinction of species that our planet has undergone. Good times!

Sea level had indeed contracted the amount of land on which Americans and people all over the rest of the planet had to live. Temperatures had gone up by four degrees and were rising. Growing seasons were fluctuating, which made it tough to know when to plant crops.

When the oceans had risen, my husband, Hamish James MacDonall, and I, Avril Antoinette Châtelet, had returned to my parents, and our two cats, Spock and Eowyn, who got along okay. Back to his wife’s old room...a son-in-law’s dream! It was now August of 2015.

We had plenty to do. Hamish was busy with other medical and nanobotic inventions. Some were aimed at improving human health, particularly in the immune, nervous, and cardiac systems. I was implementing our own sustainable living and farming practices, things that people with a bit of land to grow anything on could do on their own. The idea was not to have to rely on a huge, decaying infrastructure to move foods around, but rather to grow them closer to home.

Our greenhouse and the gardens in our yard were a good distraction as I learned how to make herbs, fruits, and flowers grow. The greenhouse was easier than the yard, but I was managing to produce my favorite, raspberries (very important!), some strawberries, avocadoes, and even some heirloom tomatoes in a bright, sunny patch of what was once our lawn, and those were particularly difficult to grow. Meanwhile, the greenhouse herbs were a steady, reliable crop.

Despite the fact that I absolutely refused to use any insecticides, we had a steady crop. Instead, I got my exercise by weeding the yard by hand, and Hamish helped me. He too was adamant that no insecticides be used. One remark from anyone about how using them would make our lives easier would set off a lecture from him about non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma and other cancers, and with that, the fool would stop. As for me, I wanted to save the bees.

No insecticides were allowed on our lawn. It was no longer a monocrop of perfect green grass blades. That wasn’t good for bees. They would starve on nothing but grass. Instead, little wildflowers grew all over it in hues of purple, blue, and yellow. There were dandelions and tiny, wild violets. On the perimeter of the yard and around the house I grew pastel pink peonies, raspberry pink peonies, and lavender and blue irises in the spring. Later in the summer, I had lavender and purple bee balm growing. The latter attracted hummingbirds, which was fun. 

I had even experimented with a couple of beehives – the latest model, called top-frame, not Langstroth. It let the bees construct honeycomb themselves, thus varying the sizes of the individual cells. That was better for the hive, because the inner cells could be smaller, with graduated sizes in between, and the largest, most easily reachable in the outer areas of each panel. It enabled the bees to keep mites out, if nothing else. The honey that they produced tasted wonderful, with notes of wildflower and raspberry in it.

It was fascinating to go out into the garden and see the Italian honeybees foraging – those that hadn’t taken advantage of the full range of our neighborhood. They were beautiful, tiny animals with fur coats to carry the pollen that they collected. Also in our yard were wild bumblebees, big and black with yellow stripes, and also furry. They never attacked us. We didn’t bother them, and they went about their important business of making fruits and flowers grow.

When I was done with all that, I wrote a book about honey bee colony collapse disorder. It had cover art to match its metaphors, and described the problem of a broken government failing to protect the bees against the ultimate enemy: corporations with unbridled greed and leviathan bank accounts to fund ruthless, pressure-pointing lobbyists. These lobbyists were making sure that poison would be used to squeeze money out of every pore of society until the ecosystem finally collapsed, leaving us with no raspberries, flowers, or honey.

After realizing that I was shouting into cyberspace with the strangling sensation that no sound was coming out – this, despite going on Facebook and linking that account to Twitter – I was depressed. I hadn’t gone anywhere for years since Hamish and I had driven out of a flooded Manhattan. Neither had he, nor had my parents. Our Greenwich Village firehouse and their Chelsea apartment were still there, watched by Blackout Security, for when we chose to return.

Whenever we went out, we were trailed by Blackout Security guys from a private company. Hamish had hired it Nae-Née first became a social and political issue rather than a merely voluntary birth control device. The United Nations had instituted a global population policy that was helped along by every nation’s government except the Vatican’s.

We stayed home in Connecticut and watched the world changing on the news. It wasn’t pretty, it wasn’t neat, and it wasn’t reassuring. It was chaos. For now, we were holed up on Stoner Drive. Luckily for us, our converted firehouse was just above sea level, and a massive infrastructure project was changing Manhattan into a modern U.S. version of Venice.

That sounded great if one lived in the northern parts of the planet, away from the “tropics of chaos” where climate change was ruining any chance of farming. Drought and floods were constant, and they either scorched or washed away any human efforts at growing food.

I wish I could say that this was science fiction, but the fact was, I just couldn’t.

No one could – not even the naysayers who denied that climate change was real and human-caused for the simple, insupportable reason that they didn’t want anything to change. Denial didn’t change any fact, but conservatives who wanted big business that made huge profits would say and convince themselves of anything in order to keep those businesses going indefinitely.

Schools and hospitals reported statistics to support that, yet many op-ed writers insisted that the data was skewed, or not reported accurately, or somehow not true. The fact remained that the Nae-Née treaty was achieving its purpose: fewer people were being born everywhere.

But every day, letters and e-mails came to us, imploring us to contact the Birth License Committee of whatever region of the United States and even of other nations on behalf of aspiring parents. They were filing their birth license applications, worried about their chances, and begging us to plead for exceptions for them. We wouldn’t do it.

We also got hate mail from angry people who wished that we had never invented the Nae-Née device. The letters and e-mails railed against us, and some contained powders of dubious makeup. That kept Blackout busy, at least.

We had been forced to employ a specially trained letter and package opener to handle these. Blackout Security found him for us; he was an eccentric type with covert ops experience, chemical weapons training, and a bomb-sniffing pet beagle. He worked in a run-down-looking, small house that was covered with vines, located near the intersection of Mountain Road and Farmington Avenue. We had bought it just for the hate mail.

I didn’t worry about it anymore.

The past didn’t seem so bad; it was the future that scared me.

That was because I had already survived the past.

That was my world now, for the most part, except when I drove out to the health club in Avon, or to Blue Back Square in West Hartford, our home town, to buy whatever I couldn’t grow. I also visited the Stop & Shop and Big Y stores.

Yes, our world had contracted, and it was still contracting.

I wanted to go out and see more of it before it contracted any further.

What was going on out there, really?

The news only showed so much, and I suspected that that was partly by design, not merely a by-product of the viewpoint of the newscasters. Liberal, conservative, Libertarian, radical, fringe, whatever...being there would always show more than the confines of a television or computer screen could ever hope to present.

What I needed was a good old-fashioned road trip with my husband, just like the kind that I used to go on with my parents when I was a tween and a teen, and on into my college days. On summer vacations, we used to drive into upstate New York, across Pennsylvania, then on down through the Blue Ridge Mountains and into the South to see places like Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, Colonial Williamsburg, and the monuments in Washington, D.C. There was one other place that I had not seen before, however, and was determined to check out this time. It was the Stonehenge of America, and it was in Georgia. More on that later.

A trip like that ought to reveal something of what was different about America, something more than what I was seeing in the news. I decided to plan and it and to insist that Hamish stop working in his lab at Blue Black Square and come with me.

If he didn’t want to go, I would just tell him I was going on my own. That would get him to come with me. Insert evil grin here – no way would he let me go on a long trip by car alone. Once on the road, he would start to enjoy the experience. We would listen to music and notice things, and trade stories that we hadn’t shared yet. There was always something new to discuss.

Yes, this would be great – Hamish would see those places for the first time, I would see them again, we would eat in the Trellis Restaurant and enjoy some of the recipes of Chef Marcel Desaulniers, the author of the Death by Chocolate cookbook, and tour historic America while seeing how it had changed up close.

We wouldn’t spend the whole trip close to the shore, but we would spend some of it there, and thus see how the land had changed, and see how people were managing. We would go as far as Florida, or...what used to be the northern part of it. At that point, we would have to turn back.

Damn humans. We are an invasive species.

We just suck up and use up every resource we come across, with reckless abandon and little or no thought for the future. We are foolish, short-term thinkers rather than careful, long-term planners. There were too many of us on the planet now, with no natural checks on our numbers.

We had defeated so many of the diseases that used to keep our species numbers down via sanitation, vaccines, and personal hygiene. As a result, we resorted to unnatural checks on our population. Well, one check: Nae-Née, the birth control nanite that contained a life-time supply of the French abortion drug RU486. It contained a sensor that detected hormone levels in a woman’s body, gauging whether or not there was a pregnancy in her uterus. If so, it released a dose. A doctor monitored the device.

Now the government monitored it, too, via a network of Operators who sat at remotely located facilities in undisclosed locations around the nation. The United Nations, with its concerns about sustainability, watching as ever-expanding numbers of resource-devouring humans stamped our carbon footprint on the Earth, saw to that.

It seemed like a decent solution, one that would not involve genocide to bring our numbers down – just crushing disappointment to many who wanted children. Governments would control the Nae-Née nanites. Birth licenses would be granted to less than forty percent of couples who passed the psychological and economic review portions of the applications.

It seemed a lot better than a resource war to me. Any artificial effort to bring down our numbers without murder seemed better to me. A resource war would be Nature correcting itself for over-reproduction of our species. It would also involve mass deaths by murder. No thanks.

That treaty seemed like a good solution to the problem of feeding ourselves.

News and opinion pieces were routinely laced with words and phrases like “sustainability” and “smart growth”. If we would just manage our land and resources properly, the thinking went, there ought to be enough of them for everyone.

That was quite the opposite from political cartoons and social commentary in the funny papers. It was routine to see strips about how our species is the one that needs to be culled rather than deer, bears, and other species deemed “invasive” simply because we humans had invaded their territory to build more houses for our own.

That may be true, but how to change that situation other than legally sanctioned murder? It was an ethical conundrum with no moral solution. There could be no compromise on that. People had to have their lives to live once born. The only acceptable answer was to birth fewer humans.

My interest in – no, my morbid fascination with – this topic had led me to gather collect and save virtual political cartoons and comic strips to my computers, plus articles, and to buy many books. I was a data junkie on human overpopulation and on the areas that it affected: ecosystem collapse; fossil fuel and nuclear fission use with their consequences and dangers; insecticides and fungicides; and of course rising sea levels, floods, and drought now that New York City and the rest of the planet’s coastlines had become inundated and permanently sunken underwater.

I knew the problem well by now.

It was still a problem, despite the fact that Nae-Née was now a global policy. The damage had been done, our species still existed in vastly higher numbers than our planet could comfortably or even reasonably support, even with this humane reduction measure in place.

It was mid-morning, and I had walked around the house and garden, checking everything. I had played my violin for a while. Breakfast eaten, coffee drunk, cats fed and petted. Like a fly drawn to a spider’s web, I felt drawn back to my computer to surf the World Wide Web.

There were various websites that one could visit to look at population “clocks” in one format or another, and I visited them all to study the numbers, and then again to stare in fascination. Despite Nae-Née, death rates were not outpacing birth rates as yet. We could thank medical technology and nutritional education for that.

Hurray for the miracles of modern medicine and all that, but I and plenty of other people did not want to live like sardines, stacked high in skyscrapers in an urban environment to accommodate us all. That was natural enough, and I didn’t feel guilty for seeking that sense of independence.

Once again, I took a tour of those population clocks on the Internet.

The one maintained by the U.S. Census Bureau provided a large display that focused on U.S. population on the left, and world population on the left: http://www.census.gov/popclock/. It said that the U.S. currently had over 324 million people living in it, with the precise number at 324,256,942 and counting. Wow. It broke that down to list births, deaths, and increases due to border crossings. Immigration was pushing our numbers up also.

Hamish had sent me a link via e-mail that led to a conspiracy site, and I clicked it. It said that massive depopulation was in store, though it didn’t say how, by 2025. That wasn’t all that far off. It got specific for the U.S., kind of: by that year, the U.S. would have EITHER 69 million people in it OR 69 million less people in it. That seemed a bit vague, but 69 million was still a huge number. It was just a link, though, with no measurable or verifiable proof to consider.

I went back to the world population clocks, looking next at the one for Worldometers: http://www.worldometers.info/population/. It presented various options, and I clicked on the one to see the planet’s total on one page. When I did that, I saw a seemingly endless backdrop of human stick figures, like wallpaper, below the ever-increasing numerical one: 7,352,655,984. That was a bit disappointing by having such succinct and limited information. I wanted more.

The third site I visited was the best one. It was maintained by the Education and Health Development Foundation: http://www.eahdfoundation.org/world_live_clock.php. This one was highly detailed, and unless one clicked on a particular category, it continuously rotated from one to the next to the next. It started off with the planet’s total human population, which was always whatever it was and counting, and since several minutes had passed since I had looked at the previous one, this number was higher: 7,363,890,306. Odd...the 3 sites were not in sync.

This clock’s categories were as follows: 1. Intro, with a total plus births and deaths listed below that; 2. Population, both by Demographic, which meant the above-listed categories plus a breakdown by age groups, and by Region, with listings for North America (U.S. and Canada), Europe (United Kingdom and Russian Federation included here), Asia (highlighting China and India), Africa, Latin America, and Oceania (to cover all Pacific Island nations plus Australia and New Zealand); Mortality by Injury, Infectious Disease, Non-Communicable Illnesses, and Other Causes (such as nutritional deficiencies and childbirth); Illness, both by Disease and Injury, complete with a list of them. I love data – the more the better! I was a data junkie, in fact.

Interestingly, this same clock had categories about other things, factors that led to ecosystem collapse, which was why this was the clock that I preferred to the others. The categories were: Environment, with an IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) Global Warming Projected Anomaly section at the top that dealt with expected overall planetary temperature increases, and under that other listings for CO2 emissions and concentration, overall sea level rise since 2000, extinctions, deforestation, and desertification; Energy by Fuels and Electricity with fossil fuel and renewable sources listed in each section; Food by type; Economy, complete with Gross World Product (GWP), Global Public Debt (GPD), Global Taxes, Military Expenditures, and right at the top, U.S. National Debt – all in the quadrillions, not the trillions; and Crime, broken down by type and the costs it incurred to societies.

After all that, probably just to cheer up visitors to the site, it actually included a category entitled ☺ Smile – it isn’t all bad news! The listing for Divorces in the U.S. belied that title, but several were cheerful enough: First Kisses; Marriages in the U.S.; Beer Produced; and Wine Production. Some inclusions were dubious: Servings of Coca Cola Consumed (that stuff was corrosive – it could clean battery acid off of car parts, and I had always been revolted by it even before I knew that); and Cars Produced (like we needed to consume more metals and glass, and generate more plastics!). Google Searches...that was interesting...and Google Searches for the “World Clock” rounded it out, with that last number at a rather pitifully disinterested 11,761,618.

Clearly Nae-Née wasn’t shrinking our species’ numbers at any great pace, I concluded.

What else would get the job done but such an evil act as a species cull?

No...that was too crazy. No one would do that, I told myself, and moved on.

I foresaw more research in my immediate future. Foresight wasn’t much help just now as to what topics to delve into, but I would talk to Hamish and keep track of changing conditions to figure that out. Whatever I had to learn about in order to understand the plans of the proverbial powers-that-be, I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant. I’d better have fun on adventures with Hamish now while I still could, I realized.

With these disturbing thoughts, I got up from my computer, went downstairs, paused to pet each cat on the way, walked out the back door, and paced around the garden for a few minutes.

Hamish was in his basement laboratory here at home for the day, or so I thought. I decided to go down there and see what he was doing, and announce our travel plan. I did, and he was out. Damn...just when I had an exciting announcement to make! Oh well. I had forgotten that Dad had dropped him off at his lab in Blue Back Square.

Now what? Back upstairs. I paced around a bit. What was I going to do next? Drive over to the lab and talk to Hamish? No. I could tell him all this later. We could go out to dinner, just the two of us. This could wait until then. It was Monday morning, and I was done with my entire routine, including reading the newspaper. Everything that might delay me from moving on to the next item on my agenda was done. I paused and spaced out for a moment, needing to relax.

There was no point in being in such a rush to do each and every single thing that came to mind as soon as it came to mind. It would all get done; I wouldn’t forget any of it. A nagging feeling that I had to be doing useful, meaningful research and writing at all times was spoiling my ability to relax and think calmly. It was ridiculous. I did myself no favors by living like this.

I still had to plan the whole trip on the Internet, looking up every last detail, and book hotels and bed-and-breakfast rooms anyway. Meanwhile, I had other things that had already been scheduled to do later on in the afternoon. But that was later.

It was mid-morning, and time to do...nothing. Time to breathe and relax, not sit in front of the Internet, waiting for it to show me something a little more soothing, a thing it most certainly would not do.

So, what next? A movie: I put on Star Trek: Into Darkness, the one with the terrorism theme, and settled in to enjoy the hilarious chase scene that it opened with. Soon I was laughing at Dr. McCoy’s complaints, and talking to the screen, telling Spock to stop being such an Aspie.

The Spock in my own world, my gray Chartreux cat, walked in as he heard his name. He was followed by Eowyn, the tortie female that Hamish and I had adopted. She looked almost completely black in the dimmed living room, lit only by the flickering movie. Eowyn mrrowed at me; Spock looked like he was saying, “What? Why were you calling me?”

I grinned and said, “Not you, feline Spock – I’m talking to Spock the Vulcan, for whom you are named. Let me watch,” I said, turning back in time to see the volcanic charge go off. The cats leaped onto their favorite spots on the poufy back of the sofa and curled up, losing interest. Good. The music turned up and I felt more cheerful already, as its uplifting tune rang out louder and more triumphant with each note.

Some time went by like this, all the way to the part where Kirk and Khan were in space suits going over Earth’s orbit, across to the dreadnaught ship, when my mother came home, accompanied by Aunt Zoe and her younger sister Mindy.

Great.

Mindy always treated me like a kid, even though we were the same age, and in our forties. It was irritating. At least now I knew what it was about: neurotypical (NT) snobbery. That obnoxious attitude of some but not all NTs was that their way of perceiving and relating to others was the correct way. They thought so simply because the NT brainstem was the majority model of human brainstem.

Not all NTs had this attitude, but Mindy did, and I had no use for it. At least Aunt Zoe didn’t share it. Aunt Zoe had never treated me like that. Too bad a few spoiled the image of the rest. The fact was that we Aspies were mentally enabled in ways that NTs were disabled, and vice versa, so there was no reason for either of us to be snobby toward the other.

Now that I had finally researched and read and watched enough to understand that – plus thought a great deal about it and chatted on Facebook with other Aspies – I was having none of it. We on the autism spectrum with Asperger’s could express ourselves quite well, thank you very much. We had more connectors on our brainstems than NTs did, and those connectors went in many more directions.

I was happy to pay with the disability aspect of being an Aspie that manifests as difficulty navigating social interactions in exchange for a mental super-power of intense focus and highly detailed interests. It had certainly served me well as an editor, researcher, author, and inventor. Also, as an Asperwoman in my forties, I had plenty of data stored in my brain from past social interactions, so those were getting easier, and mortifying gaffes were fewer and farther between.

At least Mindy didn’t have any of her many kids with her. They were unhappy kids, always vying for her attention, and not very successfully. Mindy loved babies and toddlers, and had reproduced several times in order to prolong her time with that age group rather than get a job with preschoolers, which would have accomplished that.

Only the Nae-Née policy had stopped her. It was like a tax penalty on reproduction, with its hefty application fees. Without it, Mindy would have gone on having kids. Her husband, Jack, had a lucrative insurance job and could afford to fund this predilection. He was the executive vice president of corporate counsel to one of Hartford’s many insurance groups.

She was Mrs. Jack Long, and I had had a bit of fun telling her not to sign credit slips that way – because that’s forgery. “Sign Mindy Long,” I had told her. She did. It was one memory of many interactions with her in which she didn’t act like I was a silly kid. Those were getting fewer, thankfully. Staring steadily at her while saying little was an Aspie trait that put a damper on that, and I enjoyed knowing that my quiet observation could make her a bit nervous.

Hey, whatever it took to shut that down was fine by me, even if she found me creepy. That assessment was, I had found out when I pressed her on the subject, due to my steady gaze. When I was listening and observing, I stared, and we Aspies don’t blink nearly as much as NTs do. The whole idea made me laugh whenever I thought about it. Why should I care how someone who patronized me felt about my demeanor?!

I put the movie on pause and said “hi” to everyone.

“What are you watching?” my mother asked.

I told her.

“How many times have you seen that one?” Aunt Zoe asked.

I grinned. “Maybe fifteen, maybe more.” Why should I apologize for it?! I loved it.

Mindy rolled her eyes. “I thought that science fiction was for guys.”

“You would think so,” I said, rolling mine and grinning at her. Come on, snobby NT, I thought, push it and I’ll push back. At last, I know what to say. “I’ve got news for you: Aspie guys aren’t the only ones who love Star Trek, Star Wars, Dr. Who, The Lord of the Rings, and other fun stuff. We Aspergirls and Asperwomen love it too. After all, it’s not just guys who invent and create and discover things. Marie Curie won the Nobel Prize in both Physics and Chemistry, and she showed many of the markers of being on the autism spectrum.”

Mindy looked at me, exasperated. This was fun! She was playing right into it. She said, “But all that stuff is so immature. When are you going to grow up and like more adult things?”

“Never,” I said with a grin. “Well...I suppose I could stop enjoying it, act like a robot, let that part of me that feels intense thrills of enjoyment die, and stop losing myself in the world of whatever story, but why should I? You make growing to adulthood sound like death. No thanks.”

She had no suitable answer to that, and my mother and aunt looked sold on what I was saying, so she didn’t push it.

I grinned again and added, “Maturity is grossly overrated. I also love the Asperwoman author Jane Austen’s books made into movies: Pride & Prejudice...any version has its attractions...Sense & Sensibility with its opening scene that reminds me of my trusts and estates class in law school, Mansfield Park showing an author of fiction as she gets her writing career going and gets married to her best friend. They’re all favorites of mine, and I’m sure any neurotypical would approve. I also love the E.M. Forester story, A Room with a View, which is billed as the most romantic movie ever made, complete with opera diva Dame Kiri Te Kanawa singing in it, don’t you?”

“I don’t know that one,” Mindy said.

“It’s right here,” I replied, pulling it out of the bookcase. “Aren’t you free for hours, with all of your kids at day care or school?” What was I doing, offering to watch this with her? She was usually so condescending. Oh yeah...she was a relative, Aunt Zoe’s sister.

“Why not?” she said, sitting down on the sofa next to me, careful not to disturb Eowyn.

My mother and Aunt Zoe headed into the kitchen. My mother actually smiled at me.

Mindy was not someone with whom I would ever have been great friends, but I could manage when necessary. The problem was not entirely about Mindy herself, thought that was certainly part of it.

No, it was with parents in general. I just didn’t trust them. They would insist that people not say certain things around their little darlings, but it was like a game with the deck stacked against everyone else. What that meant was simply that you never knew what was not to be said until after it was said. Then the parents would give you scathingly nasty, censorious looks. That was why, whenever someone had announced a pregnancy, I had always pulled away from them emotionally and socially. So did Hamish, for that matter. No wonder we were soul mates.

The movie started, and Mindy did indeed get quite caught up in it, as did I, yet again. We watched the whole thing, and ate lunch on the sofa. My mother brought it to us, and went back to the kitchen to eat and chat with Aunt Zoe.

When it was over, Mindy commented that the story was a very nice one and said that she had enjoyed it.

“Good! I’m glad you liked it.”

“When did it take place?”

“1910. Just before the world went to hell in the First Great War, also known as World War I. Movies and stories tend to be about nothing heavy or alarming in such times – the calm before the storm. We’re about due for another big one, though who knows exactly how or what it will be like, or how soon. I’m thinking soon, though.”

She stared at me, horrified. “Such a nice movie, and then that thought.”

“Indeed. I’m always thinking that things can’t stay nice if they are nice. I don’t like to be startled by the change when it comes.”

With one last look at me, she went to get her sister.

After Mindy and Aunt Zoe left, my mother actually complimented me on how I had handled the encounter with Mindy. I rather enjoyed that. “You know who you are, and you don’t let any NT clique-type intimidate you. I’m proud of you,” she told me. I hugged her.

Then I said, “Let’s see if you’re still saying that later. A reporter from The Hartford Courant wants to ask me some questions about Nae-Née. She’s meeting me in West Hartford Center later this afternoon.”

My mother just grinned.

“What?”

“Oh, I know you’ll say something shocking and enjoy doing so. Have fun.”

I stared at her for a moment, then got my handbag and headed out. We were due to meet in a half hour at La Petite France, on Farmington Avenue. The place was never crowded, and it offered French pastries and good coffee.

After parking and seeing the Blackout guys who had followed me from home to the Center settle into a spot not far behind me (somehow, they managed to find an empty space to parallel park in, never an easy feat there), I got out and walked over to the café.

I liked it in there. La Petite France had a bookcase full of French books and a French dictionary (not that I needed it much), and comfortable chairs to sit in by the window. Flouting Blackout’s admonition not to sit close to the window, I chose a spot in the corner next to the bookcase where I could watch when the reporter walked in. I put my sweater where I wanted to sit and got in line at the counter.

The reporter had described herself as a fortysomething woman with a dishwater-blonde ponytail whose name was Deanna Holland. I was early, so I got myself a café au lait and a raspberry madeleine cookie while I waited for her.

Two of the Blackout guys were hot on my heels, and bought coffee.

I tried to act as though I wasn’t with them, which, technically, I wasn’t. No need to freak out the reporter by drawing attention to the private security detail that Hamish insisted I have each and every time I left the house.

Halfway through the treats, she showed up, wearing a lavender running suit with a large, black bag slung over her shoulder. It looked big enough for a laptop, and sure enough, it was. Well, this was fun! I would see how she worked. Stuff like that always fascinated me. I loved to find out how people in different professions worked. Granted, she was just one journalist, but the laptop didn’t seem like a unique tool. Now to be careful what I said to her...

...while still saying what I really thought. That laptop had a camera. Every word I said would be recorded and saved for analysis and edits later. Perhaps some unfair edits would be part of those edits, I mused.

She got right to it after getting a café au lait and a lemon madeleine cookie. I guess she wanted to seem friendly and relaxing, but I knew she would do her best to induce me to say something controversial and eminently quote-worthy.

Oddly enough, I looked forward to it. What fun is life when it is bland and without any controversy? I was already the bitch who had co-invented the world’s birth control nanite, so why not own it? Well...own it figuratively as well as literally...without apology. Why should I feel apologetic?! It wasn’t my idea to make its use compulsory. I had intended it as a safe, voluntary, device of convenience, not the reverse.

Deanna was amiable enough, and one of the most glaring questions she had for me turned out to be about the Catholic Church and the Pope. Huh...I didn’t care if the clerics didn’t like me. I was an atheist, annoyed by patriarchal religions. Wicca was more my speed. It had a goddess and cared about Nature and the ecosystem rather than about using up whatever Nature had to offer, as if we humans were entitled to it. Keep that up and we’d have nothing and die horribly in a resource conflict! I told her so when she asked.

“But what were your thoughts when the Vatican refused to sign on to the Nae-Née treaty? And about the comments that the Pope and the Cardinals at U.S. dioceses made about how Nae-Née can be equated with voluntary sterilization? The Catholic Church is against that. What do you have to say about that?”

I smiled. “Of course the Catholic Church is against that. I have no fear of excommunication by a bunch of aging male virgins, as I never went through with confirmation rituals. Once I realized that they were all about controlling people, and that women are edited out of any real power or say over policy within that organization, and that enjoyment of sex is considered sinful, I refused to do anything more about it. My parents didn’t push it, either. We aren’t religious. I married someone who agrees with me on that, too.”

Deanna did a good job of concealing whatever emotional reaction she had to that.

She pressed on. “So are you an atheist?”

Yes. I don’t care what a bunch of men who want to control others think. I will not go to a church and listen to them talk, either. I’m like my father: a heretic who goes to church for the music,” I summed up with a grin.

She looked nonplussed, then asked about my parents. “My mother was raised Catholic, but it seems to be more about culture than belief with her. My father joined St. John’s Episcopal Church when he moved here, because he likes the music. It has a pipe organ and a talented choir. I only go when he goes, actually.”

“What about Hamish?”

“Hamish was raised Scottish Presbyterian, but he’s like the rest of us – not religious. He won’t let any pastor, vicar, priest, whatever, tell him what to think or how to feel. We’re all independent like that.”

“What do you believe in, if not a higher power?”

I grinned. “I believe in the Higgs-Boson particle...and in the U.S. Constitution. It grants us both freedom OF religion and freedom FROM religion.”

“Why are you so down on religion?” she asked me. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m not asking this because of some philosophical objection to that type of freedom, but I get the sense that there is something more to it with you.”

I smiled. “It’s about obedience and the duty to question authority. Religions don’t like that.”

She typed that into her laptop.

I watched her do so and waited for the next volley of questioning.

“If you are an atheist, are you also a transhumanist?” Deanna wanted to know.

“Oh. Julian Huxley came up with that word – Aldous Huxley’s brother. No,” I said. “We shall not become Borg, resistance to technocracy is not futile, and we humans are not endowed with the power to transcend Nature and evolution and thus direct it ourselves. A lot of people accuse atheists of being technocrats who wish to do just that, but I’m not one of them.”

“You’re not?” Deanna queried. She was just drawing me out, I knew. I didn’t mind.

I smiled. “You’re drawing me out. That’s fine. Technology is a fun adventure for what it enables us to do, but it is no substitute for the natural world. I am depressed to sense a great die-off of Nature. That’s why I did that book on bees and colony collapse disorder. I want honey and bees and flowers and raspberries.”

After a pause for a sip of my coffee, I continued. “I don’t want technology INSTEAD of Nature, and I am afraid that we may be heading for that. We should all be afraid of that. If we were, we might be more careful, and perhaps scream and cry less about not being able to abuse technology until that is all that is left to us, and all that still lives.”

That wasn’t it yet. I was full of thoughts to share on this topic. “Religion got us into this mess by encouraging humans to multiply. That led to a determination to eliminate checks on our population – checks from disease, accidents, wild animals, whatever – and thus fewer deaths. More and more healthy humans living full lifespans and wanting things...and conveniences...led to technology and technocracy, and now here we are, with too much of both.”

At last, I summed up: “We need balance. Our society and our ecosystem is way out of balance. Religion is not going to solve that. Technocracy won’t solve it. Transhumanism won’t. We need a balance that brings us closer to Nature, to save as much of it as we can. Some technology is good, but it should not dominate, nor should religion. And transhumanism will just swing us wildly in another wrong direction, yet again with reckless abandon of independent and critical thought. It seems like just another way to avoid thinking, and I don’t like that.”

That must have scared her a little, because she paused and gaped at me before typing my answer in. I waited while she did so. At last, taking a deep breath and moving on, she asked me, “What do you have to say to all of the women who are angry about having missed their chance to have children?”

“The same thing that I have to say on my website and on Facebook, which is that no amount of calling me a bitch who seriously needs to die will change the reality of overpopulation with all of its horrid consequences. As much as it may comfort many of them to blame me for not being able to pile on to that problem, I had no role in creating it. Neither did they. None of us asked to be born, after all. The planet’s carrying capacity for humans is 2 billion. Before Nae-Née came along it threatened to reach 10 billion, yet with it, we are still way above carrying capacity.”

“Tell me about your website, and about what you do on Facebook.”

“Okay.” I smiled. It was nice that she was asking about that. It’s always good to promote one’s own work. “I have a personal Facebook page, which I am judicious about accepting Friends with. I have taken advantage of its option to create other pages, and have made two more. One is my author page, entitled Avril Antoinette Châtelet Author Page, on which I post articles that relate to my writing and editing career. The other is for Nae-Née.”

“What do you post on your Nae-Née page?”

“Anything that pertains to population issues and growth: birth control, abortion, religious views on freedom of speech and reproduction, other views and articles on reproduction, either natural or via fertility drugs despite the fact that they are now a thing of the past, stuff about honey bee colony collapse disorder, economic and ecosystem collapse, SmartTechnology and its health and privacy hazards, vaccines, Asperger’s, autism...quite a laundry list of topics.”

“And on your website?”

“On my website, I combine all of that, plus I include some random other issues that pique my interest, and I advertise my books there, with hyperlinks to Amazon and Barnes & Noble sales pages. My books deal with history, herstory, Asperger’s, travel, honey bee colony collapse, birth control herstory, and more. I might as well just use the word “herstory” for that last topic, since it is women who have used it most throughout time. The website also functions as a blog.”

Deanna smiled. “You keep yourself very busy.”

“It is certainly the best cure for boredom or worry about the future.”

Deanna suddenly looked a bit sober. She asked, “Are you sure you want me to write about all this? Aren’t you going to ask me to not publish some or any of this?”

I looked at her. In what universe would a journalist agree to that, I wondered? “Why would you do that once you’ve heard an interviewee say anything?” More likely than not, she was just trying to draw me out some more. Fine.

She smiled, then said, “I’m just asking because you are telling me some things that may threaten your safety. Some lunatic could read what you’ve said to me and come after you.”

“Oh, I see. You think that there was ever some chance of safety for me once I co-invented Nae-Née, don’t you? Well, there never was. Because I am the one who thought of the concept of Nae-Née – and probably because I am female and thus a convenient target of anger – I am blamed for the world Nae-Née use policy far more than Hamish is, even though he is the one who made it a reality.”

I added, “I gave up on the idea of fairness and safety long ago. It doesn’t matter that I meant it as a voluntary use product. Few rational thinkers will even care, so I might as well enjoy life on my own terms for as long as I can. Hmm...I fully expect to be misquoted sooner rather than later on that last bit about enjoyment.”

Deanna looked alarmed (for show, or for real?) and said, “You won’t be misquoted by me.”

I gave her a steely smile. “Really? That part about enjoyment? It’s not merely enjoying life, but enjoying it on my own terms that I care about. Don’t gloss over the fine points if you are really serious about that. At least show me that it will be some reporter who comes after you – someone you don’t know – who twists my words.”

“I promise,” she said.

“Thank you,” I replied, wondering how this interview would really look when published. To myself, I thought, we shall see.

Deanna had one other important question for me, which I was happy to answer, because it was often on my mind: “But what about charges that people such as yourself are denying others the chance to have children and denying future generations the chance to enjoy all that your generation was able to enjoy? What do you have to say to them?”

To that one, I replied: “It’s not those of us that don’t want kids or who invent birth control devices who are doing the denying. It’s people who won’t study what’s happening to our planet and stay informed on those issues. That’s how our species and our planet got into this situation, by insisting upon having as many kids as they either wanted or carelessly produced, so that there isn't enough of everything for all.”

“This means spots in colleges and universities, fresh fruits and vegetables, and sufficient space to lie in within without being crammed in like sardines in high-rise apartments with a gazillion regulations. It's selfish to want kids at this point. Under those conditions, and it will be under THOSE conditions, they won't have the same life that we ourselves have had access to.”

“They will miss out on far too much, and they will know it, feel it, and be emotionally and otherwise crushed by that. I hate the idea of that happening to them. People have no say over whether or not they are born and have to deal with such problems. Aspiring parents ought to think their potential offspring’s chance over VERY carefully before reproducing.”

She wondered about my direct, articulate, and intractable viewpoint. “You are quite adept at expressing yourself. Clearly, you think a lot. Yet when you interact with people who are new to you, you tend to be quiet and watchful, or so I have been told. Why? Does this have anything to do with being on the autism spectrum, with Asperger’s? Do you find that you have difficulty connecting with most people? How do you think you are perceived by most other people?”

Wow. This was getting fun.

“Okay...so you want to know about life as an Aspie. Good.” I smiled, ate the last bite of my raspberry madeleine cookie, washed it down with a long sip of café au lait, and stretched. “What sorts of things are you wondering about?”

Deanna gazed at me for a moment, then asked, “Can you read nonverbal cues? Facial expressions? Can you empathize with others? What about eye contact?”

“Oh...this feels very familiar. Nonverbal and social cues are a time-consuming game, and an obnoxious waste of time. Too much of social interaction has been on NT terms. That’s why I won’t hide or expend enormous amounts of emotional energy on them. I'm busy! I have books to create and a life to live. I won't let people who aren’t accepting of Aspies steal that from me. I’ve been the lonely 20something who wanted friends. Now I’m the unyielding 40something who has a few good friends and I have no time to waste on those who demand nonsense of me.”

I wasn’t done yet.

“We Aspies have loud voices, steady, nearly unblinking gazes, we don’t do up-talk (that thing where a sentence sounds like it ends with a question mark even though it’s a sentence), and our personalities tend to grate on some people. As we age and get into our work, we have less and less use for emotional baggage. Maybe neurotypicals – NTs – do too, but I don’t speak for them. We are a normal, minority model of normal human, and NTs are a normal majority model. We and they have always existed. Isaac Newton was likely an Aspie, and he had few friends. Thomas Jefferson was likely an Aspie and he did have friends. We are all different. If you’ve met an Aspie, you’ve met ONE Aspie. We’re all unique.”

It was never a quick explanation so I continued.

“Women on the spectrum manifest the condition differently than men do. We tend to make eye contact more, to answer that question. Hamish can just bury himself in work, speak in a confident tone and drone on and on about his work without interruption, and people expect that. For me, a female Aspie, when I do that, I get called rude things such as selfish, loud, bossy, aggressive, and more. I have to tell myself not to care too much because if I do, I will be anxious and accomplish little. That’s no way to live. I am not responsible for the happiness of every stranger I encounter. I follow basic polite social niceties, then move on.”

“Also, we are not obedient, we do not like what most people like, and we question authority.”

“One last point: we Aspies can suffer from too much empathy, not too little. We have heightened sensory awareness, and when we find out all about a particular form of suffering, we think about every detail of it until we suddenly find ourselves feeling very, very upset. But what is it that sets this off? Usually points that the majority do not notice. That’s probably what leads us to invent, create, and write things that stands out to humanity. That makes me feel very good about the way that we are. Aspie and proud of it,” I summed up.

Deanna actually looked both impressed and intrigued. With that, she thanked me, we gulped the last of our café au lait drinks, and were done. I decided I liked her, as far as journalists went.

I let her walk out first, watching as she headed down Farmington Avenue toward LaSalle, wondering how soon I would read whatever she published. It could be tomorrow, or it could be in a few days. When it happened, I was sure that no matter how fairly she meant to present my words, someone, somewhere, would somehow twist them to their own ends.

After that, I thought, I want a vacation – one that is about exploring and seeing what’s changed. I want to take off and look around outside of Connecticut in my car before things get much different...before it’s too late to move freely about the nation.

I didn’t want to just do this as an armchair tourist from the safety of my computer. I wanted to take my husband with me and see whatever I wanted at my own pace, and trade in the mental geographical layout of the United States that I used to have for the new reality. That new map included sunken beaches, and a whole state, with certain treasures from those areas having been relocated in a mad dash of activity before it was too late.

It was the result of the sea changes that I wanted to see.

I hoped Hamish would agree, and that we would go soon. I was getting less afraid of travel now that a couple of years had passed since it happened, and more and more curious to see it all.

Time to go pick up my husband. I pulled out into traffic and drove down the street to the intersection, turning south on Main Street. This area was home, and I didn’t want to move away from it permanently, even if we could return to our Manhattan home.

Passing Kaoud’s Oriental Rugs store, I grinned as I thought of my father’s response to their family business TV ad. Ten Percent Charlie was one of the two sons, always featured at the end of each ad, after his father and brother. My father liked to joke that he was going to go in there and ask for Sixty Percent Freddie. “Oh, we fire him!” Mr. Kaoud had said when I went in there to buy rugs. Fun, even if it was pure silliness.

Life should have more of that in it.

I could have walked from La Petite France to Jerome Street, but Hamish and the Blackout Security guys would never have gone for that, so I drove around the shops, looking for another parallel parking space. No parking garages; too easy to corner me, they kept warning.

There was an empty space across from Munson’s Chocolates, near The Cheesecake Factory. That would do for an impromptu dinner date. I didn’t like being told what I could and could not do, so I didn’t give Blackout any indication of my plans. Hamish would be the first to know about it. His lab was upstairs in one of the brick buildings of offices in Blue Back Square, just above that restaurant.

The office spaces there were attractive enough in their institutional/corporate décor, and had a nice view of the square that overlooked the library, a Barnes & Noble store, stores. If it wasn’t a Thursday, Friday or Saturday, Hamish and I would eat there sometimes.

Hamish had set up his laboratory there, and although he saw some patients, he preferred to work on his nanites and other projects. He was still miffed at having to start almost from scratch on the neuro-nanite project after the initial phase had yielded a weapon and the government had demanded that he sell it for use by N.S.A., the C.I.A., and other agencies.

At last, Hamish was onto the next phase and seeing some tangible results that might do patients some good, such as spinal cord injuries. If he could get the nanites to mimic the functions of normal, healthy nerves, those people might be able to walk and live independently again. His lab was full of visitors who came and went – graduate students, colleagues, and N.I.H. administrators – after seeing whatever of his patented efforts he was ready to show.

I had forbidden him to show anyone anything that wasn’t patented.

At first, he had protested, saying that we were now so well off that we would never have to worry again, but that wasn’t the point, and I made him sit down and listen. The point was a legal and logistical one. A patent would give him full control over who did what with his work. It would give him some hope of preventing abuses and misuses.

Dad had just sat there, silently watching and listening, waiting for me to do my worst.

I summed up by reminding him that Einstein had been horrified that his E=mc[image: image] equation had been perverted into a nuclear bomb and used as the ultimate weapon in Japan.

That did it; Hamish was sold on the idea. He let Dad patent everything ever after without a murmur. We still trusted Attorney Dad with all of our patents. He was semi-retired, only working on what he liked at this point.

As I parked and got out of the car, I knew that once again, some Blackout guys would watch the car while others trailed me at what they hoped was a not-too-obvious distance. It was hard to ignore them, but I did my best. These guys weren’t strangers to me; I had met them all.

Today it was Ed and Aaron walking with me. Once we were inside the building, they stopped pretending not to be with me. “Hi guys,” I said. “How did you like La Petite France?”

Aaron was a tall, lanky, dark-haired and grey-eyed guy with a habitual grin and a past with secret, covert military ops. He liked to try any food that came along, and the healthier the better. He also enjoyed gourmet cuisines. He said, “Good lattes.” 

Ed rolled his eyes and said, “Too fancy. I can live off the land if I have to.” Ed was from Kansas, and didn’t care about farm fresh or food adventures. Ed had also worked in covert ops, and with Aaron. They had been working together since they graduated from college, and were best friends. I was used to the way they teased each other about everything.

Aaron was from Chicago, and more flexible. He grinned and said, “Philistine! We can both eat whatever comes our way and be tough, but I appreciate the difference between fine dining and junk foods!”

I pressed the elevator button, and it opened right away, so we all got in. I hit the button for the third floor and we rode up there. It was after 6 p.m. and the offices had that early evening, almost-deserted look that comes from a lack of visitors and most of the staff being gone for the day. Hamish was likely in there alone, except for a stray Blackout guy in the waiting area.

The sign on the door looked benign, despite whose office this was and what he worked on.

“MacDonall Laboratories” was all it said. No mention of Nae-Née or nanites. Sometimes, it paid to be low-key, and not to advertise. I opened the door and walked in, trailed by my entourage.

“Hi Jack,” I said. Blackout Jack sat in the one corner of the waiting area that provided a view of all entries and exits, just past the door and somewhat out of sight. You had to walk in a few feet to see him.

“Hi Avril.” He gave me a polite smile and a nod. He was one of our longest-serving security companions, having followed us around since Hamish first hired them to watch out for us in Manhattan.

Blackout Rick had to be somewhere nearby, mostly likely at the back service door.

I went on into the back, with Ed and Aaron fanning out to case the joint. There were quick and silent about it, as ex-Navy Seals would be. I didn’t even see them go back out, and they didn’t hover around as I found Hamish working in his back room, tinkering with his nanites. We had ample privacy.

“Hi Hamish!” I said, walking up behind him and hugging him.

“Hey Avril!” he replied, yanking off his magnifying glasses and hugging back.

“I’m taking you out to The Cheesecake Factory for dinner, and plotting a getaway with you,” I informed him. “I’m going to kidnap you, and interrupt your work for weeks!”

“Okay. Wait, what? What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

“Fine. Let’s go.” He didn’t look happy about what I had just said.

I just grinned and headed for the elevator. “Come on, Hamish. I’ve got cabin fever. You can’t actually have expected me to stay put forever. Let’s have a nice dinner together and I’ll tell you what I have in mind.”

“Fine,” he said, following me. “I guess a chat about a getaway is nothing to overreact to.”

Over crispy crab bites, fried zucchini, a shared kale and quinoa salad, and half each of herb crusted and miso salmon (we liked to switch plates halfway through), followed by a shared Kahlua Cocoa Coffee Cheesecake slice, I told him what I had been thinking about.

It was nice to be out with my husband.

After all of the news I had stuffed myself with, it was also a pleasant surprise to find that it was still possible to stuff ourselves with the same foods that we enjoyed most. “I wonder how much longer our favorite foods will be available,” I said, “and I want to do some exploring in person to get a sense of that and many other things.”

Hamish stopped shoveling kale into his mouth and looked at me. “For a price, probably as long as we want.”

“Oh, I know, but that won’t be true for other people, and that’s what I hope to find out, even if only from a distance in a moving car. I want to see what’s changed since the last time I was on an East Coast, hotel, bed-and-breakfast, orange grove, museum and museum town, road trip. The landscape and coastlines are different, the people are relocated, and that’s just the start. I want to see it from a less controlled perspective than television news presents.”

He looked at me for a long moment. “I knew you would want this eventually,” he sighed.

“And you were wishing that you could put off ‘eventually’ indefinitely.”

“Well, yeah.”

“Of course you were. But you can’t. So...are you coming with me, or not?”

He smiled grimly. “Oh, of course I’m coming with you. Did you think I’d let you go alone?”

“Hell, no.” I grinned. “I know I’m suggesting something that’s a bit questionable and possibly dangerous, but we have Blackout guys to follow us, and I’ll bet they would like to see what’s going on closer up than they can around here, too.”

“Oh, I know for a fact that they would,” my husband said, glancing around at our shadows, who were eating at the table across the aisle from us.

“Okay...I want to have some romantic fun as well as some exploratory fun,” I said. “We should drive down through New York State to see the dams and dikes being installed, cross into Pennsylvania, see the sugar beet farms around Hershey, and smell the chocolate in the air. On the way back we can see Maryland, Delaware, and New Jersey.

“Meanwhile, moving south, let’s check out Washington, D.C., see how the Potomac River is doing...and how the capital city is faring. Next, we can go to Virginia, where we can see Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello. I know we’ve seen it before, but with climate change, the gardens may have changed. I know you thought his inventions were the coolest part, like the copy machine, but Jefferson designed the gardens, not just the building, and they will have changed. Besides, going through that whole area, retracing old steps, will show us things I’m looking for.”

“Maybe we can see Colonial Williamsburg, and eat at the Trellis Restaurant.”

“Why is that of interest?” Hamish wanted to know.

“A French-American dessert chef, Marcel Desaulniers, who wrote a great recipe book called Death by Chocolate, set it up. If it’s still there and still run by him, it would be great to spoil you by taking you there. It’s just a few steps across the street from the museum town. Also, that museum town has at least four restaurants in it with historically accurate cuisine, which is fun.”

Hamish grinned. “Tell me more.”

“After we see the museum town – or before, it doesn’t matter which – we can drive farther south. I want to see Florida’s relocated orange groves and the Georgia Guidestones.”

“The what stones?”

“They’re like another Stonehenge, but in North America, with writing in several languages on them, saying the same thing in each one. They’re aligned with the stars for some cool astronomy trick, and were paid for and designed by some secretive, anonymous guy who wanted to warn visitors about the dangers of human overpopulation. They were finished around
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