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Cassandra

 


From the Greek name Κασσάνδρα (Kassandra),
derived from possibly κέκασμαι (kekasmai) meaning “to excel, to
shine” and ἀνήρ (aner) meaning “man” (genitive ἀνδρός). (courtesy
Behindthename.com)

 


The Year’s Awakening

 


How do you know that the pilgrim track

Along the belting zodiac

Swept by the sun in his seeming rounds

Is traced by now to the Fishes’ bounds

And into the Ram, when weeks of cloud

Have wrapt the sky in a clammy shroud,

And never as yet a tinct of spring

Has shown in the Earth’s apparelling;

O vespering bird, how do you know,

How do you know?

How do you know, deep underground,

Hid in your bed from sight and sound,

Without a turn in temperature,

With weather life can scarce endure,

That light has won a fraction’s
strength,

And day put on some moments’ length,

Whereof in merest rote will come,

Weeks hence, mild airs that do not numb;

O crocus root, how do you know,

How do you know?

—Thomas Hardy

 


Do anything, but let it
produce joy.

–
Walt Whitman

 


Ankle Deep

 


She stands ankle deep in our humble
lake,

Wearing a one-piece suit,

Slathered in vectored oil and mystery

Those sculpted legs reflected by calm
water

Esperito perfection.

Her divine silhouette demands attention: the
worshipful kind

A copious focus due a sprite or naiad or
goddess.

Robins and blue jays sing to her.

Butterflies perform a delicate and crowning
dance

Against the tree-framed sky.

And her laughter calms the prairie breeze
and shakes my heart.

Yes, I watch, joyfully empowered and
free

Knowing I have finally conquered the dark
tragedies of time, space, and age.

—Samuel Hill, PhD







Prelude September 2019

Dr. Hill drove away from the small yet lovely
university campus feeling weary. The late summer Nebraska air was
hot and humid, but not nearly as thick and oppressive as the
meeting he just left. He enjoyed his work, his teaching, his
students, but the daily grind was another matter. He had been in
this business so long even software upgrade training and social
justice issues were starting to simmer like ancient news. Higher
education seemed to be moving farther away from teaching and
learning and academics. Hill wasn’t sure what has happening. Things
were different these days. The world was changing rapidly. But he
had no dog in the fight. And he was a man of scholastic peace. This
was the Friday before Labor Day weekend, and he had three days off
before the fall semester began.

He would admit these days he was more
interested in reading about new motorcycle engine designs than
hearing about online chat rooms. Samuel Hill turned up the radio in
his jeep and caught the last few bars of “Cat Scratch Fever” on a
Grand Island FM Station. The song reminded him he was going to
start an article questioning the significance of rock music in
western culture. He wondered when rock music would decline in
popularity. Probably when the last boomer passed. Or such music
became politically incorrect. He didn’t use his phone to play
music. Nor did he own an iPod.

The 20th century jeep radio
probably wouldn’t support an aux cord anyway. Any notion of
playlists and buying songs appeared odd to him. Reflecting, he
realized he might have purchased a few LP’s back in the 1970s. And
maybe an 8 track or cassette tape. But not many. He wondered when
free FM broadcast radio would finally be finished. Satellite
fee-based radio was very popular these days. And iPhones were
filled with downloaded songs. Oh well.

Prof. Hill was going through a period of
change and adjustment. Just four short months ago, Samuel Hill had
retired from his full-time faculty job at Copperfield Community
College back in North New Mexico. His thirty-year stint of grading
essays, division meetings, and holiday potlucks had finally
concluded. Sure was a fast thirty years, he thought, as he turned
down the gravel road to his new home. He was starting a fresh
chapter in life and looking forward to his future.

Earlier, during May, he had driven his motor
home (pulling his jeep along behind) to see his good friend August
Nightingale in Nebraska. He ended up staying.

When he first arrived in Nebraska, in June,
Doc Hill had spent about a week in Aurora, just twenty miles to the
south of Lone Tree, with his RV parked out in front of
Nightingale’s home. For a day or two, he and the Nightingales
enjoyed catching up on Copperfield and Hamilton City news. Nighty
and his wife, Sarah, had each lived in Hamilton City earlier. Dr.
Nightingale had worked at Copperfield for a time. Nightingale had
been a policy researcher for the college, and Sarah had worked in a
medical records office. Dr. Hill was amazed the couple got along so
well. She had helped Nighty convalesce after he was injured in an
auto accident, and they fell in love and married a year or so
later. (The Nightingales’ complete love story can be found in
The Auroran: Cold Front Redemption, Rogue Phoenix Press,
2016.) They were infatuated with the area and were keen on the
“healing” qualities possessed by small Midwestern towns. Hill was
quite impressed Sarah and August seemed to genuinely care for each
other. Their relationship did not have that “domestic” aroma or
small business quality so common to stale American marriages.

A bachelor for many years, Hill had never
admired or understood the marital situation. But the Nightingales
were generous, pleasant people. And he learned a great deal about
the local area from them. At the time, he had no idea he would soon
be one of their neighbors, though a few miles away.

Now, in very early September, he lived in a
small studio cabin on the banks of Pi Lake, a water-filled sandpit
not far from Lone Tree and about twenty miles north of Aurora. He
rented the red cabin from an attorney in Sioux City. The place had
a nice porch, a pot belly stove, a loft, a kitchen, and a bathroom.
Dr. Hill’s motor home and jeep were kept nearby in a western movie
set-like stand of trees under a large cottonwood, sheltered from
the late summer sun. He was planning to live in the cabin for just
one year, but he liked the place. He liked it a lot. The lake was a
getaway for the attorney and his wife, but they were traveling in
Europe for an extended vacation and were happy to find a
tenant.

While visiting the Nightingales in Aurora,
Hill read an ad in the local paper about adjunct teaching openings
at University of Nebraska-Lone Tree. At about the same moment, he
saw the Pi Lake cabin for rent notice. The coincidence was amazing.
He had been a community college professor who had always wanted to
teach at a university. And, he thought it would be Thoreau-like,
almost romantic, to live in a cabin near a body of water.

Apparently, the university had a section of
American Lit Survey which needed an instructor. And the attorney
was anxious to find a tenant before he flew to Berlin. A couple of
Skype interviews and phone calls later, both deals were
consummated. When things came together, Dr. Hill was ecstatic and
almost relieved. He had a cabin on the lake and a nice teaching job
to keep him engaged with the academic world.



Transition

Dr. Hill enjoyed drinking a cold Miller High
Life and listening to the cattle lowing during the evenings at Pi
Lake. Dusk-time birds and bats flitted about the salmon-colored
sky, looking for a meal, acrobats against the greying pinks and
blues. This lake residence was perfect. A constant gurgling and
murmuring of the inlet stream, the wail of a suspect mountain lion
late at night, the slap of beaver tails on the calm water surface:
these sounds were more potent, more musical, than any symphony to
the part-time professor.

This summer, while his former colleagues rode
tour busses around Brussels, or hoped for sanctuary in Toronto, or
wandered around Times Square in NYC enjoying the lights, he dipped
his wrinkled toes into the lake and felt redeemed. The cattle, the
grasshoppers, the gymnastic butterflies: none cared a hoot for
politics, careers, or chatter about movies, restaurants, or coffee
houses. But the whispers of cedars and poplars on a breezy day were
surely the music of the spheres, the stuff of stars.

Pi Lake formed when sand was dredged out from
a pit near the Platte River. The Platte, a “mile wide and an inch
deep,” meandered down from the Rockies and into Nebraska, finally
committing itself to the Missouri River near the city of
Plattsmouth. A geologist would tell you the river’s sandy banks and
valley were the eroded remnants of those vast mountains to the
west. Hill thought, more poetically, the Platte represented a
little slice of western desert cutting through the rich, black,
fertile Nebraska farmland. He had even discovered a beat-up looking
small prickly pear in a bluestem grass stand one morning while
hiking around the lake. But cactus plants were rare here in Merrick
County. Along the river bottom and tributaries and lakes, cedars,
poplars, cottonwoods, and grasses were plentiful. Hill found this a
magical environment, something far different than the 4500-foot
elevation pinion forest he had left behind in North New Mexico

Dr. Hill had sold his 1950s era three-bedroom
ranch house (with a one car carport, evaporative cooler, and a
shingled roof) back in Hamilton City, North New Mexico, when he
retired from CCC and left full-time teaching. Somehow, regretfully,
he also sold his Ducati 750 SS sport bike. This motorcycle
liquidation was most painful to him, but he had to move on, had to
shed the old skin. He knew other motorbikes awaited him. Hill then
bought a nice used 2005 Three Winds motor home, hitched up his 1984
jeep, and left town. He had turned into a solitary reverse snowbird
heading north to retirement.

His plan had been to rent a place in Nebraska
(accomplished) for a year or two and work on a book or write
articles as he became used to the retired life (no movement on this
front). At sixty-three, he was young yet. He had a few relatives in
Arizona and North New Mexico, but he was ready to try something
new. This lake residence fit the bill; however, he was initially
convinced he would live in the motor home and use the cabin for a
studio or office. The cabin seemed almost holy or sacred to him: a
place for the arts, a place of dreams, not a catch-all for daily
detritus or the smells of cooking. And he wanted to use space
efficiently.

Besides, his late-model motor home had a nice
bedroom at the back, an efficient kitchen, and a modern propane
stove. His clothes and personal items were packaged in the storage
compartments and closets. The red cabin was spacious, but the
structure didn’t have storage space. Dr. Hill thought about
purchasing or renting a small building and having such a structure
brought out here to the cabin lot. A shed would give him more
storage for sure. Well, he would consider such a building later,
sometime before Halloween and bad weather.

His RV also had a satellite dish and an
internet link. If he hadn’t committed to teaching, well, he could
do without the internet. He had three battery-powered AM radios and
that FM superstation in the jeep. But in reality, the professor
would need email to communicate with students and his few friends
back in the Southwest.

The cabin sat about twenty yards above the
waterline. Some nice maple trees planted back in the 1970s by the
attorney’s grandfather made for a majestic shade pool. There was a
pump house sitting just off to the east of the cabin. A floating
boat
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