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Everything has an expiration date, a point that it simply is no more. Most of the time we aren’t even aware we’ve reached that time until we look around and see that our era has ended, our favorite ice cream flavor is no longer made, we can’t get a telephone that doesn’t connect to the internet, or the last duck is gone.
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When I walked into the park in the early afternoon a movement caught my attention. I turned and saw a duck. The mallard (I have no earthly idea what kind of duck it was, I know nothing of ducks) was a rather sad-looking specimen, who floated uncomfortably in the shallow part of the pond. He had parked himself among tall grass or reeds. The vegetation wasn’t thick enough to hide him, but the grass is probably a breeding ground for tiny fish, which would make it a bounteous feeding ground for a hungry, nasty-looking duck. 

The duck made me think of myself, well, it made me think of all of us. We are all pretty nasty looking these days, scruffy, underfed, dirty... not that there is much anyone can do about any of that.

A woman sat on the bench, the one that used to be green but had been graffiti tagged, and then battered by the crap in the air these days. The surface was pitted and scarred. Still, nothing they’d done to it kept it from being a functional bench. An ugly bench, but functional.

I stepped toward the duck, alarming it. It fluttered its wings and I realized that one of them moved oddly, erratically. It had to be broken.

“That pond hasn’t been cleaned in a long time,” the woman said. “It’s a real mess.”

Her comment jarred me, made me notice the garbage floating in the pond, and the rotting trees on the shoreline. “Budget cuts,” I said, causing her to nod wisely. “But I was looking at the duck.”

“He doesn’t look like much,” she said. “Not much to see.”

I looked at her, wrapped in a heavy cloth coat, her listless hair, her face, which might have been pretty if she smiled but looked as if she hadn’t smiled in some time. Not that I was in a position to be critical. My jeans were worn, my sweatshirt had ketchup stains on the front, and my sandals were coming apart again. The damn string I’d hunted down and used to repair them had started to rot through. Nothing lasted in this climate, not hope in the climate of despair, or materials in the toxic world we’d built for ourselves — our custom-made hell.

I had to make that point. “I doubt we look like much either,” I said. “Any of us.”

She gave me a hard look, then a thin smile. “Guess not. Might explain why the duck isn’t looking at us.”

“It’s the times,” I said.

“Hard times,” she agreed. 

I hated asking and I already knew the answer, but I had to make sure. “Heard of any work around here?”

“Sure,” she coughed. “A guy came through here an hour ago and asked if I had any experience doing brain surgery. Even pays in silver, he said.” Then she laughed.

I shrugged off her bitter sarcasm. “Sometimes people do hear about jobs. The park has been a place to get odd bits of work.”

“You ever gotten any of those odd bits?”

I let my shoulder slump. “No. But you hear stories.”

She looked at me and coughed again. “People hear stories of brave Ulysses and Samson, too. Doesn’t make ‘em real.” She paused, lost in thought. “Or useful.”

The collapse had made jobs scarce, and even hunting for them could be dangerous. Just the word that someone was hiring for a real had started riots in almost every city. “We’ve got a new mythology of work,” I said.

Her head snapped around. “What’s that?”

I wondered what in my off-the-cuff comment had caught her attention. “A new mythology of work,” I said again. “Like the myths of the ancient Greeks.”

“Edith Hamilton,” she said. 

I looked at her. “Fred Mobius,” I said. “Pleased to meet you.”

She almost laughed, but I suspect she’d forgotten how. “My name is Greta.”

“But you just said—”

“Your comment made me think of Edith Hamilton.”

“A friend?”

“A writer who worked long before my time. She wrote books about Greek and Roman mythology, translations and explanations of the myths, compared the way they were manifest in the different cultures.”

“Are you some kind of scholar?” I asked.

That amused her. “Hardly. I took Latin back in high school and we read myths in Latin and studied her books. And you said the mythology of work, but I guess you meant the mythos. Mythology is the study of myths.”

I looked at her, wondering how far back high school Latin would have been for her. Even before it happened, before the collapse, I had never had a knack for guessing anyone’s age and trying only embarrassed me. And now, the hard life we all lead, all of us except the elite, that is, made everyone look older than they did before. I couldn’t even begin to guess her age. “Latin? Who takes Latin anymore?”

I caught a flash in her eyes. “Kids who want to grow up to be brain surgeons,” she said. “And people who like mythology.” 

“You seem to be preoccupied with brain surgeons,” I said, sitting on the bench beside her.

She considered my observation. “It’s true that I have an interest, more than a passing one, in the myths and the aura of modern medicine,” she said. Then she coughed. “Assuming they practice it anymore."

I knew what she meant. After the collapse, the hospitals, clinics, and any medical place was ransacked. Junkies, looters, they all wanted to get what was available while it was there for the taking. With the drug companies gone, there wouldn’t be any more of any kind of drug. 

“What good is thinking about medicine, modern or ancient?” I asked.

She stared out at the duck. “I don’t suppose you’ve got bread crumbs or something like that?”

“Sorry.”

“The duck looks hungry.”

“So do we.”

She sighed. “So what good would myths of work do anyone? The stories would have to claim there is work somewhere, work that was possible to find if only you prevailed over the obstacles the Gods put in your path.”

“That sounds a bit grand,” I said. “What do the Gods have to do with it?”

“The ancient myths were written to inspire the people, make them believe in the heroic. The heroes even fought with the Gods. The myths were deliberately over-the-top stories of incredible deeds.” She waved a hand around, ending by pointing it at the duck. “Look around us. Who the hell is going to believe that kind of shit now? What you see is what you get.”

I remembered something I’d learned, something I’d been taught in school. I’d attended school back when they were still teaching classes other than public relations, finance, and computer science. Humanities, that was what they called it.

“Stories help us understand the world around us.” As the words came out, I found I was wondering what that actually meant. “Myths explain complex things in simple ways; they are stories that persist, so maybe they have real value. I’d think myths of work might be around to show us the way back.”

“Back to where?”

“To wherever we were before the collapse? I don’t know.”

She scratched her head, flipping short, thin strands of pink, blue, and yellow hair. “And maybe the stories persist because people like to hear them, need to hear them, or they give up. If they gave up, they might decide that they had nothing to lose in taking down the little that is left of the system, the power structure.”

That was a lot to digest on an empty belly. On an empty belly that was acutely aware of a scrawny duck with a broken wing sitting near me on the pond, ducking his head down in a tired attempt to grab a fish. I wondered if ducks had myths. Was the idea there were fish in the water a myth? “If the stories are worthless, why do people like them, why perpetuate them?”

“Entertainment. We are all bored as well as tired.” 

She had a point. 

“If you were of a mind to do so, and in a position to do so, do you have any idea how people in our situation could cook a duck?”

“Cook one?” My heart pounded.

“I know you’d have to pluck it first, and that seems like a lot of work... I’ve never done that, prepared a duck, but once you did that, how would you actually cook it.”

“Like a chicken, I suppose. Roast it, boil it...”

“You see a kitchen with an oven or stove around here?” she laughed.

“You improvise.”

“That’s what people say when they don’t have a clue what to do,” she said.

I was offended. “You’d need to think like a pioneer.”

“A space pioneer, or an old, wild west frontier pioneer?” Everyone knew the people who went off into space, looking for a new frontier (and mostly not coming back) ate the same crappy meals we got.”

“Wild West, a land where there were no microwaves,” I said, rather boldly. “Back then you’d kill it and pluck it, like you said, then you’d have to gut it and stick in on a spit.” I hoped she didn’t ask how I knew that because my insights came from watching movies.

“And then?” Her eyes were growing brighter.

“You’d need a fire, a pretty good one, I’d guess, and you have to make something to hold the spit over the open fire high enough so the duck cooks reasonably quickly but doesn’t burn. Then turn that spit until the flesh is golden brown.” 

As I answered her question, I found myself visualizing each step in the process until I was smelling the fragrant aroma of the bird cooking. My mouth watered.

“It’s been a long time since I cooked anything at all,” she said. “Of course, I never did much of it, even back when that’s what we all did. I liked eating in restaurants.”

“I don’t think I’ve even been in a place where something was being cooked in a long time,” I said. That damn smell was in my head and wouldn’t come out.

“You ever eat in the soup kitchens?”

Stupid question
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