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Foreword
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Dear Reader, 

––––––––
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I hope this book finds you well. Thank you for reading This Green Earth, even if only in part. This story has been percolating in my mind for several years and now that it is fully processed I am pleased to say it is finally ready for release. 
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A lot more has been added to this version, Version 3 and some content removed. This will hopefully purify, augment and improve it. For anyone crazy enough to read more than one version, I imagine this book will be more manageable and easier to read.
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I hope you enjoy this book and thanks for looking in.
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Leigh

This Green Earth
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Chapter 1 – The Cat’s Whiskers
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A few weeks into the meltdown she had missed the TV and radio, they had given her company, but after them not being there anymore, it was like they had never existed at all. A long time ago she and her husband had made a Crystal Set. It seemed like a magical device at the time as it was able to receive and transmit signals as the radio did, but needed no batteries or mains power. It had cost next to nothing to build as most of it was made of bits and pieces of wood and wire that had been lying around. Now with nothing else available, it had come to the fore, she used it every day to pick up messages and broadcasts. It passed the time and of course it regularly reminded her of him. The seemingly distant voices and music it produced were distorted and surreal and when they came through the air they were ghost like. He had called it 'The Cat's Whiskers' for some reason, it must have been what he had learnt as a lad. Just recently there had been more regular announcements from a source claiming to be the ‘Central Government’, whatever that meant. They spoke of restoring order and rebuilding the vital infrastructure, of forging the former civilisation and bringing back peace and normality. She didn’t know whether to believe them or not and as she sat in the black gloom of the kitchen, warming her feet by the small fire, with the rain hammering on the corrugated roof like a marching band, the world and all its troubles were drowned out. 

––––––––
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By the sights of her rifle with intricate silver inlay, three men now lay dead at the bottom of the field and they would soon be joining the others that had met a similar fate in the big ditch by the woods.
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It was Tess’s strongest intention to keep the farm running normally despite the madness in the world. It had been virtually self-sufficient anyway, as was the intention of her husband and father-in-law, so there was little missing in the way of dependence then or now. Every morning she got up early and dressed herself in the same way before she went out on her rounds to maintain as much of the land as possible. She put on her husband’s old overcoat, it was too large for her and fell off her shoulders. Well, it used to, until she stuffed the insides of it with sections of insulation from the old hot-water tank. The sections were fibrous inside and irritating to the skin, but they were coated in coarse red plastic. The red sections were tied in with string and when correctly put in place really bulked her out, giving her the appearance, from a distance at least of a much larger person; a man. Then in front of the large hall mirror she pinned up her thick, wiry black hair, with hair clips. This bulk of hair was then slid under a flat cap, making her look even manlier. She straightened herself up and pulled the lapels of the coat forward, she was almost done and ready to go apart from one thing, the gun. She wasn’t going to carry it about, flashing it around in the open, instead she carefully slid it down the right-hand side of the coat in a specially created pocket she had made herself. In the other pockets, she had plenty of cartridges. Looking at herself in the mirror one last time, she thought she looked like a man, even though she was quite short for one at five feet six inches tall.

Tess was originally a city girl, but when she met her husband and was eventually persuaded to live on the farm with him and his father, she felt re-born and immediately started to love the clean air and simple hard-working lifestyle. Straight away after she had given up her office job, he began to teach her to shoot, ride and fish. She became a good shot very quickly as she had near perfect vision, a good sense of co-ordination and quick reactions. But more than all of that it was her determination to fit in that willed her on. Often they would go out for the day and shoot game, rabbit and pheasant. Killing rats and vermin that plagued the fields and farmyard was necessary and to kill or warn off foxes and wolves that lurked in the forests to the south of the farm was an integral part of their life. 
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Part of the design on the rifle was of beautiful Celtic spirals. There were knots and an interlace of patterns. She often ran her finger along the thick silver grooves of the pattern, tracing its design without looking; this made her feel safe somehow.
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As she made her way across the farmyard with a pail in hand she began to muse over the recent sequence of shocking events. What had happened to the world now that everything had changed and most of the people were gone? First there were the great wars that seemed to last forever and had decimated the populations. They had left a disease that spread amongst the survivors like wildfire, cutting down the numbers even further, picking out the weak and old, she winced as she recalled that time. Then after that, as if that wasn’t enough, there was a famine caused by a long and sustained heatwave through the spring and summer of 2155, that was when her husband had died. That was followed by an exceptionally cold winter, the coldest since records had begun, they had said it was verging on an ice age and it made living conditions and life in general virtually impossible. Society and civilisation as everybody had known it had broken down. There were no imports and exports. Each individual was left to survive on their own. Each person, group of people and country was in isolation. After this the scattered few people that remained tried as best as they could to remake what they had once known. For most this was extremely difficult as they had relied on a complex support structure within a highly developed society, providing their every need. Most that happened to be still alive were just ordinary people - skilled workers from the computer industry, office clerks, shop workers or bankers. They were largely inept, but a minority within were skillful and honest enough to exist outside the norm of murdering and thieving. There were some farmers like her who were trying to carry on, so she guessed or so she hoped. Mr. Sebastian had lazily followed her, he moved silently and coolly, barely awake and when she stopped, he stopped, ever watchful.
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As she made her way towards the hay barn she routinely scanned the horizon for intruders as the heavy wooden stock of the rifle bashed against her leg.
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There was a flurry of noise in the hedgerow beside her that broke her sombre and distant thoughts. Three sparrows were fighting and flying at each other, their beaks open and aggressive. Their shrill high voices momentarily startled her back to the chores of the day and she instinctively checked her rifle, running her middle finger into the deep silver grooves of the finely cast inlay again. This made her feel safe. At first the little birds all looked identical, but on closer inspection she could see that there were two smaller ones and one large one. The large one seemed to have the upper hand and was trying to boss one of the others around. As she had no company of her own she wondered what they were saying and tried to imagine their conversation.

“Did you see that twig back there?” the first and biggest sparrow said.

“No I didn’t,” the second sparrow replied.

“Well I told you about it. Why didn’t you pick it up?” the first said in an aggressive tone, beating its wings in a sharp erratic to emphasise its size.

“I don’t know, I forgot,” the second said looking down at his claws.

“I’ll go and get it,” the third said, trying to avoid the awkward situation and flew off along the hedge.

This is how she imagined them talking and by some strange coincidence their actions followed her narrative. As she continued to the barn to care for what animals were left with her dwindling stocks of feed and fresh water, she noticed movement in the woods beyond the south field. It was just the briefest of flashes. She carried on into the barn, collecting water from the open trough as she went, pretending that she hadn’t seen the flash. She had to act normally. This was where she had had trouble before, raiders and drifters from the towns below had come, scavenging for food that lay on the land. She looked over to the top of the field where the three men she had shot, lay lifeless and bloodied, their bloated bodies festering in the daytime heat. She knew she had to move them soon or they would cause her more trouble. From the shelter of the barn she checked her rifle and ammunition and as she did she had the strongest feeling of being watched, it hit her like a wave and made her spin around with fear, but there was nothing there. Was it in her mind she asked herself? Then before she could stop herself her eyes were checking every broken slat in the side of the wooden barn and she half expected to see a pair of eyes bearing down on her, watching her every movement. Had she become so predictable in her daily routine? The routine was hard to avoid as the animals needed it. Whoever was watching her was taking their time to make a move on her or the farm itself, it was like they were planning something, something big. Perhaps they wanted the farm and to get it they would have to make sure they killed her. She hoped beyond hope there wouldn’t be another stand off situation like before, she didn’t want any more blood on her hands. After feeding the pigs and cows she reached up and got down the piece of sack cloth that she had made into a type of dragging device for bodies. Taking it in her hands she slowly headed up to the top field, she was dreading the arduous task ahead, but it needed to be done. Sat serenely like a phoenix on top of a dry stone wall along her way was her cat, a large ginger tom, he lazily watched, purring like a tractor and this annoyed her, she didn’t want to be watched. 

‘Go back to the house Seb.’ she ordered pointing at the house, the cat ignored her, his ears twitching at the sparrows squeaking and chirping. 

Sliding the legs of the first man into the holes of the sack she swiveled him around so he faced the ditch in no-man’s land. And with one giant heave she dragged him along the rich brown soil, his boots catching in the earth as he went. Again there was a flash of light from the tree line below, but she kept going determined to complete the task. To take her mind off the sickening stink that hummed up in the rising heat of the morning air from the poor man she had shot only a few days ago, she tried to name the flowers in the verge. There was an abundance of bright red poppy that hid some of the other smaller headed wildflowers, like white campion and wild arum, these were all held in place by buttercup, thistle and large clover. She was three quarters of the way there now and she could see the gate that led through into what they had called 'no man’s land' and then beyond it was the ditch. This was hard work, but why was it so hard? She stopped. Wiping her brow, she scanned the tree line and checked her weapon and noticed the cat had run along the wall to watch her. The stinky body slumped to the ground out of her grip, the sack cloth hurt her hands and standing there looking down, she imagined throwing off all her heavy clothes and the gun and just going back to the farm and having a cup of tea, but she knew she couldn’t. She knew if she did she would be an even bigger target for anyone watching her, now or at any time. The bodies would attract attention after all. She was a young woman on her own with the resources and land of the farm. An unusually large cluster of blue-purple selfheal drew her on, on through the half-open wooden five bar gate and gently down the slope. She took the man out of the sack and began to roll him with her foot down the slope into the ditch. 
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As he rotated his puffy white face flashed at her, he wasn’t that dissimilar looking from her late husband and the thought of it made her cry. Ironically in the grass there

was a gathering of light blue forget-me-nots.
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The man began to roll on his own, his arms flinging out wildly, his legs flailing against the ground and each other, until in a ragged heap he hit the bottom of the ditch where the others lay. Now there were four of them and when she had got the other two that would make half a dozen. She would cover them over and, not to mention hygienic. On her way back to get the next one she surveyed the line of yews closely, looking in detail at each one, she saw that they all had a character of their own, their gnarled trunks like people’s faces. They were like soldiers that stood guard on the edge of the woods and they were giving nothing away, their dark shadows ever concealing. She was certain she was still being watched and if she was being spied on for so long, things were pretty serious, so she had to be prepared. Her left hand dug deep into the old coat pocket, finding a collection of shells at the bottom, about twenty and as she looked down at the ground again out of the corner of her eye there was a glint between the low boughs of the gnarled branches, it was just for a second. Was it a reflection of a gun or someone’s coat or just the sunlight playing with the leaves?

The ploughed channels of ruddy brown soil glistened in the bright morning sun, the rows of their broken upturned backs faced towards the cloudy and blue sky, unprotected. The second man was much heavier than the first and so was taking much longer to drag across the earth, he had an enormous fat body, legs that seemed to be made of stone and an unusually bulky large head. She was half way across the field with him when she briefly saw a dark outline leaning against an oak. She only looked at it momentarily, but realised it was a young man. The shape caught in her peripheral vision and she kept it there. She wasn’t going to turn her head and let him know she knew he was there or that she was bothered by him that would give away any advantage she had. The figure was the briefest of shapes, but definitely much more than a flash of light, she ignored it and just carried on. 

Two thirds of the way now and it was getting to her again, the smell, the fact she was being watched and her muscles burning and aching. She day dreamed of a hot bath with a large glass of whisky on the rocks. Cow parsley, scarlet pimpernel and some goose grass kept her mind off things until she reached the five bar gate again. Again she took the man out of the sack and began to push him with her foot down the slope into the ditch, this one needed more pushing than the last, but in the end he rolled of his own accord. He hit the bottom of the ditch making five bodies, but she didn’t stop to look as she was already walking towards the farm via its small back garden, she gave one last glance over her shoulder at the woods, but there was no one there. In the garden the large willow rustled its thin lime and dusty yellow leaves in a shimmer of the dying light. How had it grown so big and so calmly she wondered as it stood there in its quiet majesty. There was the story of the underground stream that quenched the thirst of its giant roots, but that was just a story. He had told her that story when she had first visited and had rested his ear against its trunk saying that you could hear the rush of water in a quiet moment, particularly on a summers day when the air was thin; she had done the same straining her ears, still not knowing if there was a sound or not. The trees blew and in them were such rich memories and stories.

Once inside she locked the back door behind her, she let the bulky coat fall open and her hair come down. She was tired, but however tired she was she took great care with the gun and placed it carefully on the dining room table. Then she collapsed in the arm chair in the front room by the Crystal Set. Gazing out the front window she thought of the dead man she had left behind in the open field.

‘He would have to wait until tomorrow’ she said to herself out loud as a reminder and she began to feel normal again. Something caught her eye, looking up she saw a large flock of starlings rising in the air from a field, there were tens of thousands of them and their small dark bodies closely knitted together to block out the sky in one black mass. Rising up they flew low over the top of a line of trees and were joined by another similar large band that merged into them forming a huge murmuration. As they rose up further they were joined by more and more of their type and formed into one gigantic mass. In its middle the shape was solid black and at it edges it was a fray with the fluttering of shining wings that reflected against the dulling afternoon sky. The massive noise of the rush of their little bodies in flight and their high pitched shrill voices made them into one large super being, which careered precariously between the ground and mid-air. All at once they were a rough edged diamond, but this only lasted for a second or more as they rapidly re-shaped into a loose funnel. The body of birds then dropped violently down to the ground spreading across it with a sudden shock of confusion and disarray, like water spilling from a tap. Then once more the scattered birds gained in height, each one seeking out the collective mass and again they clustered together, seeking the protection and direction of one other. The whole of them quickly made a tight orb shape, almost a perfect sphere, which meandered up and up, carelessly up, climbing high above the trees, into the greater light and open sky until it fell apart. It split sideways into two sections, leaving only a scatter of birds in the middle and for an instant they as one all took on the appearance of a giant bird in flight; a great golden eagle.

❖ ❖  End of Chapter 1   ❖  ❖
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Chapter 2 – The Velvet Moon
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An unkindness of ravens blew into a scatter as the sea storm rushed inland, the yews and oaks of the forest for so long silent, now creaked and moaned, their stiff backs and branches unwillingly bending under the full force of the gale. All at once their leaves were out of control, shimmering, rustling and flying off. As they stretched and bent, their noises seemed to turn to voices speaking in groans, ‘Not another storm’, ‘Not another stormy night’ they said. Meanwhile in the farmhouse Tess was putting chunks of their flesh on the fire, not only to heat the freezing house, but to heat the boiler, which would heat the hot water tank, which in turn would deliver a beautiful hot bath. A luxury very few people were enjoying. She knew there was a storm coming as she had seen the gulls thrown inland from the coast, but having locked the doors and drawn the curtains in the late afternoon, she hadn’t seen the racing clouds hurrying east over the low hills, towing behind them a big black sky. So much water was now falling from above that the crumbling brickwork of the farmhouse seemed to be absorbing it as though it had suddenly become porous. The rain-washed, chipped and cracked black slate roof appeared to be shiny and new as though someone had just washed it with a sponge. The house was being buffeted and battered, but inside it she was safe, as safe as she could make herself and as the feeling of her own cozy safety enveloped her like a warm blanket, her mind guiltily flashed onto the man she had left in the field, exposed to the elements. 

She thought of being watched and it annoyed and scared her, she cast an eye over to the rifle leaning against the wall. That rifle was all that stood between her and being overrun, attacked, killed, raped, tortured or taken hostage. She lost control of her thoughts for a few moments and imagined the people abandoning the cities to take refuge in the countryside. There would be many desperate men among them. She imagined the forests and fields were full of thousands of maniacs. She shuddered, her head shaking with fright and it stirred her back to her present situation. So much had happened and was happening that she didn’t know what exactly to worry about first; so she gave up. Trying to close her eyes she lay back in the hot cast iron bath and drifted off to sleep. As she did the cut crystal tumbler slipped out of her hand and luckily landed a couple of inches below on the three-legged milking stool beside the bath. The merest of smiles flickered across her lips, lying in a hot bath with a drink was the height of sophistication she thought, the meltdown hadn’t made any difference to her so far, she could carry on like this indefinitely, in fact if everything returned back to normal things would be worse in a way. The only difference was the lack of ice cubes, but even that problem could be solved. All she had to do was go down to the ice house and bring a bucket full of the stuff up, but it seemed a bit wasteful just for a couple of ice cubes. Apart from that she didn’t like going down there, it was a creepy place; a dark dead end.

Her only company was Mr. Sebastian, who had come in the bathroom and contentedly positioned himself on a pile of dirty clothes; he purred loudly. Under the water she was in a different world, she was back in a time before the wars, a happy time, the happiest time of her life. In the apparent depth of the water her body floated like a boat in a harbour. Her aching arms and bruised legs bobbed weightlessly in the soapiness. She felt like an astronaut on a low gravity planet, drifting through its weak atmosphere, for a few seconds she crashed into a light and beautiful sleep and as she arrived in it she was high above the branches of the green woods. Outside the steamed up bathroom window, the storm thrashed branches against the frosted pane, but they did not stir her from the dream.  Her head was full of colours, swirling indigo, lavender and violet, deepest purples and shimmering dark blues. She was elevated above the farm and had the wings of an angel of white. Her wings were beating strongly and serenely. The mix of colours continued in violet and aqua, making patterns, until gradually they turned to shades of green and lime. She could hear voices in the eaves of the trees, in the canopy below, but she couldn’t quite hear what they were saying. Looking at herself in the dream she saw she had the ears of an angel, large, porcelain and pointed. She was white, light and ethereal. She swooped closer to the treetops so she could see the masses of gnarled faces below. In amongst the mottled green and brown she could just make out low resounding and faint whispers 

“The rootless scum are so few now and oh I do love a good storm, intermingled with a hint of smoke of course,” the first deep-toned voice said, its words barely audible.

“They are not few, they are just low in number that’s all and I do hate this type of weather altogether, including the unnatural gasses that permeate from the farm. Is there no escape from them,” the second replied rhetorically.

“The flesh burner still lives. Lovely wet wind and rain, so soothing on my leaves and branches, so refreshing I love all of it, including the smouldering and burning,”

“She is only still here by chance, the others will come for her and I hope they do. I cannot stand the acrid smell of smoke she makes, it clogs my pores, it is of our brothers and sisters. In her defence she has killed many, their bodies lie here. Blasted gales and evil air though,”

“You are talking nonsense my friend, why do you show her any allegiance? She is no different from any of the others. I love all the noise, the rushing of air, all that power. The whipping wind cutting into rooftops. The fast changing light from dull to bright. The moving sky, sudden and violent, all of us twisting and rocking,”

“I know you’ve said before, you’re just repeating yourself, I am getting tired of listening to you. Anyway I feel sorry for her, she seems to care for the world. Is there a place for her?”

“For some like her, maybe her, but not for many, not for very many,”

That’s what she heard in her dream and as she awoke with a start the last of the words resonated in her mind like a haunting echo...

“Not for many, for many, for many, many, many, ma-ny...” 

With a start she sat up, taking a sharp intake of breath, the darkness all around her, the cold air on her wet skin. The bath water drained off her as the disturbing dream came back in waves. The cat looked up in surprise, then realising there was no danger returned to sleep, curling in its soft fur. Its ears twitched as it listened to the sound of the storm as she sat there shivering. She tried to remember the details of the dream and make sense of it, but nothing more came back, only what her mind had already allowed. What did it mean and why was he having those dreams? The trees couldn’t possibly talk. The light drips onto her hair as her dream escapes her.

In the darkness of the lukewarm water she was all alone except for the sleeping cat and the velvet moon. All the candles had long guttered out making trails of grey smoke in the gloom, leaving a smell of smoke and wax. The moonlight made a glow on the frosted window and subtly filtered into the room, coating everything in a fine silvery light. The house creaked as the rain lashed and the wind hammered, there was a constant howling and whistling noise around the corners of the building as the cold night air seeped in from under the rattling window frame. 

Her weather beaten skin was now soft and wrinkled from the warm soapy water and her long black hair having fallen in and out of it several times and was heavy and sodden through. Trying to ignore her surroundings she gently slipped under the surface one last time leaving the sound of the creaking stairs, swaying door and banging noises from downstairs behind. The storm was not going away, it was with her in the countryside and was not abating, it blew over the land; it was everywhere.

❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

Through the swirling mists of the lowland and moor the trees fell silent, the stars faded and all the forest became murky and sullen. The deep blue of twilight fell and every living thing was enveloped in a shadowy darkness. In the shroud of night two tawny owls were awake in their nest of a tree hole high in the branch of a giant redwood. They pushed their feathery bodies together for warmth as they stared through the lofty branches. There had never been so much disruption in their lives than in the past few years and particularly the last few months. The main problem they now faced day to day was that there was much less food around in the area they had always lived. Conveniently for them their little neighbourhood of the forest backed onto the farms, which had produced their food, but now the farms were deserted, producing nothing. A link had been somehow taken out of their food chain as all the farmers had disappeared. The farmers had produced crops and grain which they stored in barns, which got a great deal of attention from many field mice and rats. Happy fat rodents meant easy pickings. With the barns now empty this meant no mice and they, had to go further to hunt. The two owls were now thin and hungry, but they were happy and despite everything they were happy most of the time. The male owl didn’t expect them to be happy all the time that would be too much to expect and might make them ill. No creature was designed to be happy all the time that wouldn’t make sense. 

All they had was each other and the world around them, the stars and moon above. Lower down from them a nightingale sang a long and intricate song his voice clear and loud in the cold night air. All the owls had was their own lives, which they clung onto and treasured dearly, they didn’t have much at all and didn’t understand what they did have, but they made the most of what they had. They were carved out of this world and this was their time. They lived their lives and soon their actions would be over and forgotten. He thought about the here and now and worried about the farms and wondered why there were no crops in the barns, no tracks in the fields and no harvest. He wondered how they would survive as the farms were deserted.

Tomorrow was another day and he knew he would have to fly further afield to find what was needed to feed his family and the young they would soon have. Carrion was not an option now since the cars to run over the poor unsuspecting creatures had all but vanished too; not that they wanted to eat it anyway. It had got so bad he was going to have to fly by day and not as usual by night, this was more dangerous as the goshawk had returned to their area making the open skies out of the question, but he was a good hunter and knew he would come back with something. As he stared at the moon with the subtle light percolated through the branches, he remembered the men running around below in fear and anger as they tried to kill each other. He had heard the loud sound of the farmer’s shooting and all the forest had been startled by it, wings flapped wildly, bats screamed from their sleep, crows cowered, barking out in sudden surprise, the forest went clear away from the area of danger. Although he didn’t feel sorry for them, he thought how hard the lives of humans must be now, since all the changes, not only did they have to survive through life, but they had to face each other in conflict too. He would hate for his species to turn against itself that would make things unbearable. 

Life was not with you for long and to bring it to an end sooner than needed seemed a strange and unthinkable idea. Each living thing had a course of life once it was born, to live and then to die a natural death at the end. Life was short and influenced nothing, looking back many others lived and died and many more would come and do the same. No one knew what came after death, no owl, no bird, no human, no tree, no horse or creatures of
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