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 CHAPTER ONE:
Caligula the Mad

 


Pluto was the gateway to the
underworld, Sir Arthur Eddington well knew. The space ladder lead
him up to the Extra-Large Particle Accelerator which encircled the
solar system. He approached with great trepidation the final moment
of his project, even as far away the earth was about to be
destroyed. But he knew he was right: the only way to prevent the
great holocaust was to make time move backwards. Yet was this a
fate worse still? This he could not predict.

In the Pentagon’s secret briefing
chamber, General Waldheim was about to press a red button, and once
and for all end the Cold War with Canada.

Arthur Eddington reached the Large
Array and pointed up in his suit, his left eye twitching with a
nervous tic, and pressed a green button. At least World War III was
prevented.

He descended the ladder with
alacrity, to go immediately to the quantum qubit monitor, taking a
Brain-eez on the way for his neurotoxins. His humble estate
enclosed him like a prayer. Nothing, almost, was already more
terrifying to him than television. However, he knew he must follow
history.

His computer was aimed at the
press corps. When Sir Arthur Eddington arrived in his tiny
laboratory, President George W. Bush was gesticulating at a rare
press conference, for a time making “word salad,” but finally
seemed to come out of his fit. He declared for the assembled
microphones, “A dictatorship would be a heck of a lot easier,
there’s no question about it.” An aide ended the conference, and
the president George II grinned and waved as though in triumph as
he exited.

Memphis, Tennessee appeared
suddenly, as time was reversed by the collisions in the Large Array
encompassing the solar system like a wedding band. It was a soulful
city. A good man was shot in a moment of doom on the balcony of a
cheap motel, never to see the Promised Land.

The Right Reverend Jesse Jackson,
who would later run for president, was being interviewed: “A man
must be willing to die for justice. Death is an inescapable
reality, and men die daily, but good deeds last forever.” This
sentiment was Sir Arthur Eddington’s fervent wish, as he was
consumed by doubts.

Mahatma Mohandas Gandhi was
strolling gingerly with his nieces through a throng of reporters,
after giving the administration of India to a Muslim. A Hindu, like
himself, bowed with hands together in salute. “Namaste,” the man
said, and arose, and revealed a pistol a shot. Blood spurted
again.

“Ram,” sighed Gandhi with his last
breath, so that he might reincarnate well. Arthur sat down,
petrified with uncertainty. As his cyclotron continued to
accelerate, time was moving backwards increasingly. Anti-quarks
were beginning to multiply towards the number of quarks, he knew.
When would the temporal distortion end? he wondered, almost,
uncustomarily, swearing aloud.

Mr. Brown in Highland garb was
attending Her Majesty Queen Victoria before a select few
interviewers. She sat with poise and equilibrium, which Arthur was
almost envious of, except for his lack of ego. H. M. Queen Victoria
calmly waved a fan. “We are not interested,” she said, “in the
possibilities of defeat. They do not exist.” Time continued to
speed up backwards, Sir Arthur Eddington noticed on his monitor.
His television was leaping over the centuries. The Renaissance came
and went, and Michelangelo’s God ceased reaching for
Adam.

The Dark Ages loomed. A single
individual was interviewing a candid man of the cloth. “Do you
believe sincerely in God?” was the question translated from Old
English.

“God,” was the return volley, “is
not an article of faith. He is an article of clothing. I have seen
poor men closer to God than thou...”

“Treason!” came the
reply.

“The humble truth, for all to
see,” the priest declared.

Abruptly, Rome was sacked by the
Visigoths and burned like a witch. The days of glory were
returning. And at last time was slowing down. A crowd of the
curious, if daring, authors pressed about the palace on the
Palatine Hill. “Let them hate me, so long as they fear me,” a
drunken Caligula stated for all to hear, a horn of wine in one hand
and a goblet of mead in the other. His laurel wreath was firmly
placed on his short-cropped hair. Arthur stared at the anti-quark
monitor intently as it appeared on his screen. He was about to cry
out in dismay, but the counter began slowing down. He collapsed
back into a comfortably adjusted desk chair, and breathed a
temporary sigh of relief.

Caligulus took a deep draught of
wine from his horn, and then some mead. The crowd was in fervid
anticipation, for he rarely appeared. His toga fluttered lightly in
a cool breeze. “I have existed,” he pursued, “from the morning of
the world and I shall exist until the last star falls from the
night. Although I have taken the form of Gaius Caligula, I am all
men as I am no man and therefore I am God!” Arthur could not help
but gasp at this, and for a time his screen went dark. Arthur
didn’t know what was best, television or no television. But the
anti-quark counter began to slow, at least. The monitor blinked
once, twice, and the press corps were gone. The Palatine Hill was
being rocked by a rare earthquake.

“Longinus,” Caligula declared
loudly, for the rest of the orgy to hear, “you’re not having any
fun. Enjoy yourself! What is your preference?”

Longinus: ‘Everything and nothing,
Caesar.”

“That is not mysterious,” Caligula
replied coolly.

“Do you think this boy has been
drinking?” queried a senile senator. “Bring him more
wine!”

“If only all of Rome had just one
neck...” mused Caligula, continuing to drink.

“Drink!” cried the other
orgiasts.

“Caesar begged you,” whispered the
emperor coyly.

“I have no nerves,” said
Longinus.

“That is treason!” exclaimed the
emperor, now quite drunk.

“Have him executed,” commented the
old senator.

“Give him enough rope...” Chaerea
whispered to Longinus.

“And perhaps he’ll hang us all,”
Longinus observed.

“My son must be born!” Caligula
declared, nearly falling off his divan as he reached for grapes.
But Julia Drusilla entered then, and informed him, “It’s a
girl.”

“It is not a girl! Did you not
hear Caesar say?” commanded the emperor. At that moment, in
strolled the languorous Tullia Cicero, Cicero’s
daughter.

“Wine!” demanded the beauty, and
everybody moved to serve, including the emperor. Then, Arthurs
monitor went dark again for a time. The growth of the anti-quarks
ceased abruptly.

“I shall order the army to
attack,” came a last vestige of sound, as Caligula the Mad was yet
in possession of his wits. “Brittania is mine...”

“Jupiter shall spare the emperor,”
came Tullia Cicero’s soft reply, as cunning as any vixen, as
ferocious as a wolverine, as mad as Caligula.

“Tullia, my dear,” emitted forth
as sticky as syrup. Arthurs counter registered the rebirth of
linear time. He was very nearly in a state of collapse, but his
Brain-eez had improved his wits somewhat.

“The Sphynx itself is confused,”
Sir Arthur declaimed, and decided on Jamaican rum instead of his
usual Bristol Cream sherry. “Three dead men on a dead man’s chest!”
he riddled. He sat, all alone, before the darkened monitor, and lit
a pipe of perique soaked in rum. He felt ravenously hungry. He
heard Caligula laughing, laughing with the scorn of the superior.
Arthur nodded into an exhausted drowse, but would not fall asleep.
Finally, he was swooning, and got up for his Tesla coil to prepare
an omelette. “Careful how you break the eggs,” he admonished
himself. Morning arrived on Pluto, barely more light than the Milky
Way.

Nerva lay dying on his monitor.
“Nerva, what’s it like?” Caligula compelled. “Do you see her? Do
you see Isis?”

“Warm, no pain...just drifting
away...”

“Do you see her?”

“No.”

“Lair! What is she
like?’

“No.”

“Lair!”

“The man who chooses the hour of
his death is the closest to tricking fate...”

“Die, then!” Death was haunting
Caligula.

“My dear, dear Tullia. Where is
your father?” queried Caligula of Tullia Cicero.

“My father has died,” came the
cool reply.

“Caesar cannot be a
fool!”

“No, he is dead.”

“You are a swineherd. Pass me that
amphora, moralist! And come to my arms!”

Arthur greedily consumed his
omelette, then put a moistened cloth to his brow. He departed from
the confines and up the space ladder, and turned off the
Extra-Large Cyclotron Array which surrounded the solar system with
the touch of a green button, reversed propulsion with a blue
button, then descended back to his modest dome. He watered the
plants, and remembered to switch on the negative ion and oxygen
generators. His free energy machine glowed.

Anti-quarks were annihilating
quarks, and symmetry was denied, but according to the calculations
he made in his head, he was safe. He peered briefly out the
asteroid-proof plate glass of his titanium dome at the distant
earth as it eclipsed the sun somewhat. Earth was barely polluted,
except for the people. Leper pits were being burned out with pitch.
Swarms of insects were escaping the fires. Ever so slowly, time
began to move forward again.

“My dear, dear Tullia, we have
made plans,” came Caligula’s voice again. “We shall have a son.”
She knew silence was golden, yet silence gives
consent...

“Have some more wine,” she
urged.

“Lucky girl,” he said, “to lose
your virginity to a direct descendant of the goddess!” Sir Arthur
Eddington turned the qubit monitor off until later. Little did
Caligula suspect that Tullia Cicero was slowly poisoning him. Nor
did she know his will, which stated she be put to death if he died.
But other hands than hers would decide his fate.

Caligula was blocked from entering
his own marriage suite. “Password!” Chaerea proclaimed
boldly.

“Scrotum,” was the drunken
reply.

“So be it!” cried Chaerea, and
struck him down with his sword, to the envy of many.

Longinus entered the corridor.
“Treason!” he declared. “And thank you!” But Chaerea had stuck a
dagger into his own heart, rather than go to the Colisseum or the
pits.

The guards came and hauled
Longinus away. “You’re for the ursus bear, for sure,” one of them
remarked.

Arthur turned the monitor on with
a remote device. Bacon was frying with a sizzle and a
pungency.

“Francis Bacon,” Arthur jested to
himself, although he regretted the swine. They always smile, even
when eating.

But in the Colisseum were three
giant boars, against one un-armored man with only a dagger. But
Longinus was swift, and skilled. The starving boars were made swift
work of, but Agrippa I, descendent of Herod, turned his thumb down,
and a voracious black leopard and lion were released. This time,
the battle was as quick as cats, and Longinus sustained many
gashes. But he had struck at the eyes, and was victorious. Yet the
thumb was turned down again, and the giant ursus bear was released,
towering over Longinus with fangs and claws. He stabbed at the
groin, however, but the bear leaned down in more hunger than pain.
Longinus struggled in the bears grasp, his flesh being rent, and in
a final gesture of defense struck at the slavering tongue, and
slashed it out. The giant bear recoiled, and the dagger was driven
into its throbbing heart. The thumb was turned up. The crowd roared
by the thousands, and the gory Longinus was a free man. “Ave,
Agrippa,” he declared with a hail, and walked. Stylus’s went to
work on tablets for that mornings news. The press was only
delinquent in noting who had really slain Caligula. As the news
spread throughout the Empire and further, there was much rejoicing.
But tyrants come and tyrants go.

Longinus was rapidly applying cold
compresses, in evident agony, but with no less strength. His
position in the legionnaires was still assured, and his pension of
property in Gaul. He would live the rest of his days as a
Gallo-Roman in a modest villa with a maid-servant and a cook.
Grapes for wine would grow in the gardens, and his cup would be
filled into old-age. But his first night out from the Colisseum he
had been treated to roast wild boar, and auroch with
honey-drippings, and black bear stuffed with pudding. He was glad
that in the Colisseum he had avoided being gored by an auroch bull.
Fate, or chance, was with him, and the wine flowed
freely.

Arthur had watched with
fascination, as his screen again became dark, while his quantum
computer continued to make its calculations. “Still symmetrical,”
Arthur mused. Time was moving forward again, and he finally napped
on his Brain-eez.

After a few days it was the Dark
ages again. The avuncular priest was put to death slowly with the
burning of juniper and copper wire. Not even monasteries were
havens. The Church persecuted itself.

The Renaissance came and went,
rococo eventually became the fashion, then Romanticism.

Mr. Brown, in his Highland garb,
attended H.M. Queen Victoria. She fanned herself, then ceased
diplomatically for the press corps. “We are not interested in the
possibilities of defeat. They do not exist.” Mr. Brown accompanied
her to her quarters.

Adolf Himmler was playing speed
chess with himself. The United States and Britain had just rejected
the surrender bid he had tendered, because it did not include
Russia. He smoked as he played. His favorite word was “Jew,” and
his least favorite, “God.” The barons were due soon for a brief
conference.

Baron von Steifel commented upon
Adolf Eichmann’s progress with the death-camps, which would
continue even after treaties were signed. The Baron von Gottingen
entered, then von Salzburg, and, finally, von Liechtenstein. Whisky
sours were distributed. Rommel and Goering made brief appearances
to report, but were intimidated by the barons and swiftly departed.
Hitler (Schicklgruber) was in retirement as Secretary-General. The
Gestapo were relocating to Bangkok.

Joseph Ratsinger was at camp as a
Hitler Youth. Already he was a budding linguist, later to become
Cardinal Ratsinger and then Pope Benedict XVI. Sir Arthur Eddington
watched his monitor with morbidity. But then he awoke as from a
dream. At least the Pope could be trusted.

The Pope felt sleazy in his
vestments. But he had to write. He changed his mind suddenly, and
decided to flee in the popemobile. He swiftly grabbed his attache
case, ignored his attendants on the way out, and fled.

“I’m headed for a better scene,
man,” he told his driver Albert, who was privy to his council.
“Step on it! Take me to Andorra!”

Time was moving forward. General
Waldheim was about to press the red button in the Pentagon and end
the Cold War with Canada once and for all. But Sir Arthur Eddington
was ready again, at the top of his space ladder. He reached up and
pressed the green button. Time began moving backwards again, and
more anti-quarks began annihilating quarks. Time sped up backwards,
as only a cyclotron the size of the solar system could do. Arthur
descended and peered into his qubit quantum monitor at the vision
of Caligula.

“My dear, dear Tullia Cicero, what
will Rome do without you?”

“You merely play at dice,” came
the bold and daring reply.

“You are merely a woman,” Caligula
said, feeling especially venal. “And your time will come. God does
not play dice. And everyone has their reckoning. Live for
posterity, my dear...” Time started moving forward again, but there
were too many anti-quarks this time due to the cyclotron.
Fundamental symmetry was becoming unglued.

Sir Arthur Eddington put down his
journal. Man held the fate of the stars. Life would continue for
awhile elsewhere in the universe. But Sisyphus could not push the
stone up the hill, it rolled over him...the anti-quarks were
spreading...only Caligula the Mad had his way.


 CHAPTER TWO: The
Hex on Professor Hector

 


Professor Hector Alphonso,
professor of ontology, was speeding along as he attempted to cross
the Salt Flats back to the West Coast, after visiting relatives in
the East. Nineteen seventy-five was a good year for metaphysics,
but a challenging one for its professors. But he was almost ready
for retirement.

In the gathering dusk, a lever
descended in front of him for a train to pass. He stopped, and
rubbed his eyes drowsily, then he looked up.

Hanging in the sky in front of him
were three glowing lights, two smaller red ones on either side of a
green light. Professor Hector Alphonso’s car stopped running, but
his mind was racing. He had never had an hallucination
before.

The train passed. “I must have
fallen asleep,” he mused. But then he remembered the three floating
lights, remembered them as clear as day. “There’s something wrong
with me,” he couldn’t help but think. But his journey back to
Stanford University was uneventful, except for the nagging
remembrance of the lights.

Professor Hector Alphonso was
speeding across the Salt Flats on his way home, as dusk fell ever
so silently. A train was approaching. He stepped on the gas and
made his way passed the tracks. For some reason, his sense of
relief was excessive, but he chalked it up to
impatience.

But a few weeks later, his
colleague at Stanford University, Professor Targ, began to notice
something unusual.

“Did you know, Hector, your hair
has turned totally white?”

“I had noticed that,” Professor
Alphonso replied. “But I don’t think it’s anything extraordinary.
It can happen at my age.”

“It seemed to happen overnight,”
remarked Professor Targ.

“Can we talk?” confided Hector.
“There is something unusual going on. I’ve had the same lucid dream
every night since I returned.”

“Do go on,” Professor Targ said
with interest.

“It’s like this: I’m shooting
through space, almost approaching the speed of light, when suddenly
the voice of God speaks to me and tells me to slow down because I’m
committing suicide...”

“Fascinating,” Professor Targ
agreed.

Professor Hector Alphonso was
speeding across the Salt Flats on his way home from the East Coast.
A train was approaching in the gathering dusk, and he stepped on
the gas to make the tracks. But he had committed an error in
judgement, and collided terribly with the descending wooden lever,
shattering it and his front lights, and bending his hood at a right
angle. His head struck the windshield heavily, and he passed out.
Strange lights were glowing in the sky.

He awoke in a hospital bed with
electrodes attached to his skull. He grappled with his fate, and
the electrodes, and ripped them off one by one, inciting a
persistent beeping to ensue. But no nurse came. “Nurse?” he
inquired blearily. But then his head hurt and he passed
out.

Professor Hector Alphonso was
speeding across the Salt Flats, racing to make time on his way
home. In the dim light he almost laughed to himself about how man
was always in a hurry. He sped past the “X” sign for railroad
crossing just in the nick of time.

“Doctor,” complained the
professor, “I have not slept well in weeks. Is there anything you
can give me?”

“We can always try Valium,”
replied the white-haired doctor mildly.

“I keep on having the same dream,”
Professor Alphonso continued. “It wakes me up every
night.”

“And what dream is that?” the
doctor interrupted.

“I’m approaching infinity, and God
is warning me to slow down, or I will die...”

“I see,” replied the doctor,
without a better answer.

Hector Alphonso was rushing across
the Salt Flats at dusk. The train was approaching. He desperately
wanted to make the crossing. But he was distracted by lights in
front of him, a large green light with two smaller red lights on
either side. He lost control of the steering wheel and swerved off
the road into a ditch. His old Galaxy 500 Ford sedan smashed into a
pile of rubble. This time he died.

But the body was never
recovered.

Professor Targ was eventually
informed, and wondered if his friend was wandering in the
desert.

Dorothy Bensdorf of Salt Lake City
read the news in the paper of a missing person. She stirred her
pasta nervously. That night she was going to see the Mormon
Tabernacle Choir at the cathedral.

“Only time will tell,” she mused.
She fed the cat, and went to don her finest apparel.

Professor Hector Alphonso was
speeding along in his Galaxy 500 Ford sedan, trying to make it past
the Salt Flats. Dusk was falling swiftly. The horn of the train
broke the twilight air. “I can just make it,” he thought. He sped
up. He tore over the tracks in the nick of time. “I made it!” he
said with relief. But something was giving him deja vu.

Hector Alphonso was speeding along
I-80 to reach the West Coast. But a train was rapidly approaching.
He stepped on the gas. But as he crossed the tracks his engine
failed and he came to a halt. He just had time to look up and
notice three lights in the sky, one green and two smaller red ones.
Then the train ploughed into his vehicle like a
sledgehammer.

Dorothy Bensdorf arrived back from
the concert of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir with relief. She fed the
cat again, and then looked at the headlines once more. But the
newspaper was different: the missing person was not disappeared,
but dead on the tracks. She threw the paper away.

Nineteen seventy-five was a good
year for metaphysics, but a bad one for professors of ontology. Dr.
Targ read the obituary:

“Salt Lake City, Utah. Noted
Professor of Metaphysics Hector Alphonso of Stanford University was
killed last night in an accidental train collision. It took the
jaws of life five hours to remove the corpse, which was barely
identifiable. The cause of the accident has been deemed poor
judgement on the part of the driver.”

Into the laboratory strolled
Professor Hector Alphonso with a hot cup of coffee. “How are you,
Russell?” he asked Professor Targ.


 CHAPTER THREE:
April and the Lost Animals of Eden

 


Man once thought that beasts were
to serve men. But after man’s final Deluge, famine had struck the
Beast called Man, while the animals were foraging, forever
foraging. Some fed off each other, some fed off the land. Many
years went by, since the legend of Eden, when they were named. Man
was untamed, yet the animals, they said, were tamed.

This is my personal account, as
one of the last of the dying human race. Before I die myself, I
wish to record for the stars the stories of the animals who learned
to speak to one another, who befriended one another, and who made
enemies, like Man before them. I am still young, but I live now on
few fruits. My country cabin has a wood fire burning. The animals
come to join me in my loneliness, and I have listened to their
stories. You see, my three parrots know their tongues, and I have
listened deep into the night. And they have listened to me, as I
teach them new words. We have a certain sympathy.

The night sky shone brilliant with
no electric lights to dim it, as originally. Earth has come,
ironically, full circle. Perhaps this is the meaning of time. I
looked up at these stars, as they wheeled, with the fixed stars
remaining to wish upon. Would such distant lamps hold any
hope?

I named my three parrots “Mouse,”
“Bird,” and “Norris.” A few field mice had entered my remote cabin,
and there was some mutual discussion being made inside. I then
noticed a prowling mountain lion, and retreated indoors myself. The
mice were starving, but the parrots well-fed. My pet cat, “Goat,”
did not notice the mice, he was sound asleep, and in any event did
not eat mice, only fish. But he awoke with a start, hearing the
mountain lion about in the nearby underbrush, as sometimes cats can
hear quite well when asleep. His tawny fur bristled, and he
proceeded suddenly to exit through the cat door. I had my
reservations, and opened the top half of my door to investigate.
But Goat and the mountain lion were making friends in the dawns
early light, as not all animals do. A fire-ball of gas projected
over-head, startling everybody, but they quickly relaxed
again.

I took Bird the parrot on my
shoulder eventually, and went outside to forage. Bird had an
excellent sense of direction. Under the fading stars Bird took
flight, and following as best as I could, over tumbled stones of my
creek-bed and through a pool, we sank deeper and deeper into the
forest. Miles went by, but at last Bird sounded the report, and it
was excellent news beyond reckoning: a bee-hive had inhabited an
old, burned-out oak. I used my flint to smoke out the bees. It was
a shame I could not keep them.

The relish of the comb was
enormous, and there was plenty. Bird perched on my shoulder and we
ended this mission. That day I would have enough sugar energy to
plant more on my sod roof and build statues of stone and mud and
straw about, to my great amusement. The mountain lion had departed,
but I figured it would circle around again. But a wolverine prowled
later. This was certainly dangerous.

“Bear!” Bird cawed.

“Nay, wolf!” squawked
Norris.

“It is a wolverine,” spoke the
more versed Mouse the parrot. He looked down at the hungry field
mice, but wasn’t interested until they squeaked. Then he would
listen.

I determined that day to reserve a
pet owl. The parrots required other company, and falcons were hard
to come by. Later my fishing was successful, and the field mice and
parrots and cat all well-fed.

That night I took Mouse the parrot
for an owl-hunt. I logged many miles with Mouse on my
shoulder.

“Owl?‘ I asked him.

“Bat!” he replied. We kept moving.
Ultimately, we found a likely tree with a hole. I lured a screech
owl with some fish, and quickly squeezed its legs with a noose. It
flapped its wings, but then settled down for the fish. The owl I
named “Athanasius.”

Dawn was spreading again, like an
eagles wings. When eventually the three of us reached my cabin by
the stream, hungry crows were about, pecking at scattered seeds. A
number of different “caws” could be heard. I went fishing again
with worms and snails and maggot larvae as bait, and there was much
regimen for all, even enough to hang a number of fish to
smoke.

A young buck and doe passed by for
food later, disturbing the crows only mildly. The buck and doe were
evidently in love. Love, I mused, one cannot get enough
of.

That very night came a loud
scratching at the door. “Mouse?” I queried.

“Bear,” Mouse replied, with his
superior sense of smell.

I went post-haste to my cache, and
withdrew my Walker automatic rifle. This was a matter that had to
be dealt with. I opened the cat door and fired two shots into the
brown bears hind legs. The bear was for the assembled animals that
day, and for smoking, and for soup. This was tremendous good
fortune. And when survival is at stake, man must be served by
animals sometimes. A bear was dangerous in the neighborhood,
too.

Athanasius the owl stared
unblinkingly from where he was tied to his perch. The screech owl
let out some screeches.

“Flesh, and marrow, and liver,” I
proclaimed out loud with triumph, and began that morning to sort
through my wild herbs and dried mushrooms. I also decided to drain
the bear, and make blood soup.

The next night I descried, just
barely, a descending weather balloon. It passed as a shadow before
Polaris. This was more good fortune. I decided to track it, so that
I might make a tent of the balloon and a cupola of the basket.
There with my flint-stone I could develop an excellent sauna, which
I still had been working on.

Winter came chill to the Trinity
Alps, but the sauna was complete, and very relaxing. Still, food
became scarce. I set up taps on various trees for the sap, which I
would boil in water, and had to travel far upstream for
beaver-tail. The river was nearly frozen over, and the weir nearly
impossible to detect, but I smoked them out eventually, and used
and recovered some of my bullets. When I got home again I sharpened
some of my knives on a stone, and kept the skin for any baby
animals that might appear, as a comforter.

You see, I had fled long ago, as a
youth, a dying civilization. I had murdered every man I had met
along the way, for they wanted me for flesh, like the Donner Party,
desperate. I had seen no women, and wondered if any had survived
the feeding frenzy.

Winter turned to spring finally,
and I dined on dandelion soup and baked psyllium bread. All seemed
quiet, almost too quiet, as they say. The glow of the stars began
to seem less beneficent, and I ceased my nocturnal ramblings,
although I had been chronically insomniac for years.

“Polly want a cracker,” Norris
joked one evening. I could not remember ever teaching him the
phrase. The parrots were getting smarter, and the crows, too. The
crows began bringing scraps to my cabin, providentially, and in
response to mutual friendship and considerations. With spring, my
larder was expanding.

One night that rainy April, clouds
broke at sunset, and I watched, lonely, Venus glow bright in the
moonless sky.

Then a young woman walked out of
the trees. She wore dark green woolen fatigues with a woolen shawl
over her head. She was dripping wet. She approached, incautiously,
hungrily. She had been losing weight.

“Your name,” she panted, “what is
your name?”

“Jeremy Balfour,” I replied
equanimously, although in deep trepidation and a burning suspense.
The young woman was evidently very much relieved. I stroked my
goatee and stared at her in alarm, not thinking anything, in fact
trying not to think.

“My name is April,” she revealed.
“Do you have food?”

“Plenty,” I responded, “of many
kinds...”

“Food,” she repeated.

I gestured with my arm, almost
bowing. “Mind the cat, it’s skittish with strangers.”

“I won’t let it loose...” April
replied.

I stoked the fire, and offered the
young woman a change of clothes. But I chose not to look, and be as
discreet as possible. This blond slip of a girl was exceptionally
gorgeous, I thought without any delusion of loneliness. She gladly
accepted the change of clothes: her wool was soaked through, and
she was shivering. “And now for food!” she almost gasped. Who knows
how far and long she had walked?

I boiled some smoked fish in maple
syrup, and also gave her a sizable chunk of psyllium bread to go
with the fish, and a tin flagon of mint water
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