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Nae-Née 

– Birth Control: Infallible, 

With Nanites and Convenience for All

Vaccine: The Cull

– Nae-Née Wasn’t Enough

What the Small Gray Visitor Said

An American Woman in Kuwait

Scheherazade Cat: 

The Story of a War Hero

Hawaiʻi – Stolen Paradise:

A Travelogue

Hawaiʻi – Stolen Paradise:

A Brief History

The Book of Thieves

The Bear Guarding the Beehive

The Slamming Door: 

Bone Cancer, Asperger’s, and Loss

Elephant’s Kitchen 

– An Aspergirl’s Study in Difference

Almost a Meal – A True Tale of Horror

This is story is a work of fiction.

Any similarity to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

The places are real.

The Rome Statute is real, and served to develop the plot.

The world of Nae-Née aims to make the reader think.

The reader is encouraged to apply issues, problems, and laws from reality

to a hypothetical world, and consider their effect on our future.

This book is dedicated to my parents, Carole and Paul Fox.
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This story is also dedicated to Earth’s inhabitants, 

both human and others.

I hope we can survive without a resource war.

It would be better if we voluntarily control our own numbers.

One can always dream...

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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Earth’s Ecological Bank Account


[image: image]


Before the Cull, think tanks that studied the annual ecological footprint of the human species calculated that we were consuming the equivalent of not one planet Earth, but exceeding it. Scientists (climatologists and ecologists) as well as Farmers (banksters, hedge fundsters, and corporatists) thought of it as the Earth’s bank account. They weren’t wrong.

In the year 2000, we exceeded that limit in October.

In the year 2015, we exceeded it on August 13th: lucky 13. That was when the Cull had gotten underway, though most people had no idea that the vaccination program that they would soon be required to participate in had just about cleared its final stage of development.

By the time of the Cull (might as well put a capital letter on that word, unofficial and unacknowledged though the event was in the history books!), humans numbered over 8.4 billion. 10 billion was the projected number for the mid-21st century.

Nae-Née, the birth control nanite of the planet’s population policy, hadn’t been enough.

It was not enough to require a strict licensing process before any pregnancy could be undertaken. The number of humans living on the Earth had stalled in most places, while drastically slowing in others, but the result was that that number had continued to grow.

Those of us who studied human overpopulation and its effect on the ecosystem were used to being maligned as cold, heartless, and worse. What we actually were was morbidly fascinated by the horrific situation that was unfolding. It was anthropogenic (human-caused) climate change and resource depletion, and it was killing the ecosystem along with the species that lived in it.

That included us – humans. Studying it and lapping up every last detail about it was what we did, because it fascinated us, and because we knew that what we studied was important. We needed the ecosystem to survive.

Intellectual curiosity is amoral. It is neither moral nor immoral; it simply is. The same is true of a mental assessment: it simply is. Debating its morality has no effect whatsoever on its correctness or truth. It simply is.

And unlike a financial bank, the resources in an ecosystem’s bank account cannot be finessed. They are either there, being replenished at a rate that the Farmers termed “sustainable” – which simply means fast enough to maintain the ecosystem while also sustaining the living creatures who depend upon it.

Humans, cats, wild bears, foxes, hummingbirds, owls – they all depend upon it.

No ecological bankster could ever simply inflate the currency of the ecosystem, because that currency is measured in clean air, potable water, edible and oxygenating plants, and so on and so on. Unlike a financial bank, in which money could be created by fiat – by declaration – an ecosystem could not be managed that way.

No...an ecosystem functioned as banks used to function, before the banksters got greedy and did away with the gold standard in most nations, including the United States.

At that time, the Earth had just over 3 billion humans on it, which was 1 billion more than its carrying capacity for humans. Our species’ ecological bank account was already in overdraft, but few of us were willing to notice it at the point, let alone actually do anything about it.

Worse yet, aquifers all over the planet were being depleted with no end in sight, while glacial melt had accelerated. Sea levels were up by 20 feet or so around the globe (oddly, levels varied from place to place, in part due to gravitational pressures). Fossil fuel use had spewed enough carbon into the atmosphere to raise temperatures by 8 degrees Fahrenheit, left unchecked by deforestation worldwide.

It had taken eons for glacial melt from the Ice Age to fill the aquifers, and in just 60 years, they were down 40 percent due to the combined effects of food production and home construction. Beef production was the toughest on water tables; cattle ate soybeans, corn, and alfalfa that had been grown with water. It was the highest water-consumer of all food crops. Replenishment of those aquifers would take centuries – centuries that population pressures wouldn’t allow.

We were in a state of ecosystems collapse, with many humans in a state of denial.

Economists and politicians like to promote growth. Many of them talked of old-age caregivers continuing the species and maintaining a high level of comfort for the elderly. That, however, simply enabled a vicious cycle of resource consumption to continue.

That was not, unpopular though the word was, sustainable.

The Cull aimed at secretly reducing the number of humans pressuring the ecosystem of the entire planet Earth: aquifers, arable land, rainforests, fuels of every kind, breathable air, living space, you name it.

It was a covert resource war, waged from the top down on the vast human population.

I should add that the Cull was not disclosed to us. It was nothing that we approved of.

We figured out what was happening just in time to save ourselves, and most of our family and friends. We managed to circumvent our own attempted murders – our own Culling – and theirs. That accomplished, we had escaped to Switzerland and waited out the Cull under the guise of setting up a health clinic, and then come home.

We as a species went, in a year, from roughly 8.4 billion humans to half a billion.
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Chapter 1
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Home Again – To An Altered State
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It felt as though I had swallowed a huge chunk of ice, even though I hadn’t.
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It was a vague sense of unease mixed with anxiety, and it didn’t go away. It wasn’t meant to go away, because something was very wrong, and I knew exactly what it was. The ice just wouldn’t melt, it seemed – unlike that of the polar icecaps. Those were melting rapidly.

Damn!

This was what anxiety was like for someone in her forties who had Asperger’s. I didn’t know what it felt like for neurotypicals my age, but I wasn’t likely to find out with any ease or convenience, and it really didn’t matter. Perhaps this was just what it felt like for me.

We had been back for a week now from our year-long stay in Lausanne, Switzerland plus a stay in New York City (which was like Venice now, with its canals and waterways, but with all new granite curbing and bridges). We were home in Connecticut, back on Stoner Drive, and I was out in the back yard, looking at my top-frame beehive, checking on the honeybees inside it.

Amazingly, they were still there, not collapsed. How could this be so?

I lifted one of the wooden bars that the honeycomb hung off of, carefully inspecting what the bees had built. Odd...the wood was supposed to be replaced each spring, but we hadn’t been here then. There were replacement bars – more than enough for a few years of replacements – but only a beekeeper could do this. Bees got used to the scent and presence of their keeper. It couldn’t be done by just anyone.

We had left the bees so abruptly that I had not had time to seal it up properly for the winter. Not that it had been time to do so just yet, but still, I had fretted about that while we were docked on Lake Geneva in the Shadowcat, our yacht, safely away from the Cull that was taking place around the world with our extended family, as the weather turned colder.

Even though climate change was a reality, winters could still be horridly, intensely cold in some places, and Switzerland was one of them. I had read the art and art history and history books that I had bought in the Lausanne museums as we hibernated on our yacht much of the time, tucked away from the freezing cold. I hated the cold.

I studied my honeybees some more. Not collapsed – they were still buzzing around, building honeycomb, and I would have to harvest some of the honey just to give them room to live in there. Their numbers had definitely decreased since last year, but they were okay for now.

That meant that I would have to call a local beekeeper (a professional, full-time one) and ask to buy some more. If that meant getting another top-frame hive for them, so be it, I thought to myself, walking back into the house. At least that icy feeling had lessened with the activity.

I went inside. The news was on, and the anchor was saying, “Demographic studies have revealed the entire world population is now half a billion humans. That is just incredible! Isn’t it, Lucy?” he asked his co-anchor.

“It is, Joe,” she agreed. “Does the report say when humanity’s numbers were last that low?”

He glanced up at the teleprompter. “1650. We were last at that number in 1650.”

Lucy looked like she had been punched in the stomach. “How will we recover from this?”

I laughed mirthlessly, and said to her, addressing the TV screen, “We’re not supposed to ‘recover’, Lucy. We’re supposed to stay at this number. This IS the recovery – from overpopulating our planet.”

The newscasters moved on to announce that beekeeping classes were being offered around the state. Courses would run for several weeks, and anyone interested should go to the website on the screen, or call the toll-free number.

Hamish was sitting in the kitchen, looking on his laptop at more specifications for the New York Regenics Clinic, plotting out the final touches. He laughed mirthlessly, and looked up as I spoke. “How are your bees?”

“Not collapsed, which is incredible considering the neglect they’ve just endured, but reduced in numbers. I’ll have to find more, and I might get another top-frame hive for them all,” I said. “What I don’t understand is how they could not be collapsed. I’ll just have to go exploring and get to know what’s different around here, both in the ecosystem and with all of the deliberate changes to this area.”

The icy feeling was back. I supposed it would stay like that until I had both explored the area and studied the situation online and in whatever books I could find...and had time to contemplate the implications of it all and plot my patterns of behavior to cope with it.

Or not. There might be other reasons for that feeling, and other remedies. We would see.

My husband looked at me for a moment. “You are not going out alone. We don’t know how safe it is now, even though the ‘plague’ is over. Ed and Aaron are going wherever you go. Also, I might just come with you for some of that exploring. I’m as curious as you are,” he said.

I gave him a wry smile. “I know it’s not safe. It feels eerie. Things don’t even sound the same. Sure, I hear Nature, but it sounds slightly different, and a bit louder. Perhaps that’s only because the ambient noises of our own species are vastly reduced.” I frowned at the table.

“Indeed,” Hamish said. “You can have a hive of nanobees if you want,” he added.

I looked up at him, suspicious now. “Is that why my hive isn’t collapsed?”

He grinned mischievously. “Aye, it is. Those little demons are strong. I had them fly about in the spring, replacing the wooden bars of your hive. I knew you would be upset if we came back and the hive had collapsed simply because you hadn’t been able to stay here and take care of it.”

A slow smile spread across my face. “I hope you won’t be upset if I want organic bees.”

“No, of course not. Nanobotics are only a remedy, not a replacement for the real thing.”

“Thank you!’ I said. It was a quiet smile, though. That was the best I could do. This entire area – the yard, the neighborhood, the town, the county, the whole state, hell, the entire country! – felt like a pall was cast over it. It felt like we were at an extended wake or funeral, or as though one had just been held and the mood had not lifted yet. And why should it?!

The Cull had erased so many people.
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I couldn’t see a trace of them.

Our cars sat in the garage next to newly-installed electric charging stations. Mine was ready.

As I drove up Mountain Road toward the area where Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie’s house used to be, I saw that the landscape had changed drastically. The roads had new, permeable pavement and, instead of the homes and subdivisions from the mid-twentieth century, there was now only farmland. Water could reach the ground via that pavement.

The only clues that demonstrated that this was, in fact, the same area were the fact that roads’ names hadn’t changed, and German-style house that my mother and I had once toured when it was for sale – a farmhouse that was painted the palest pink at the time – plus some condominiums on the southeast corner of the intersection. Other than that, all human dwellings had been removed. It was eerie, to say the very least. And Hallowe’en was coming.

It was going to be a truly disturbing Hallowe’en this year, with so few people around.

For someone who didn’t usually like to be around kids, I was an odd sort because I liked to wear my witch hat, a cape with a gold zodiac-on-black pattern that I had made, and answer the door and give out Hallowe’en candy. I doubted that I would be doing that this year.

The traffic lights were still working, but all around were trees, which had not been removed in the Cull, and fields, which had been the result of it. Soil had been trucked in and used to fill in former swimming pools and homes, the foundations of which had been completely removed. Food of all sorts was grown on those fields now, and some of it had been converted to fruit orchards. Good idea, but it was all possible due to a colossal crime.

Aaron sat in the front seat of my car and Ed in the back. Hamish had been startled when I announced that I intended to drive around the area and see what farms had what, and to learn how one acquired food from them. Was there any special system? Time to find out, I had said. With that, Hamish had called our friendly Blackout Security guys and told them to go with me.

Aaron and Ed felt more like family now than bodyguards, but that was what they were.

They had worked loosely with Hamish during his military past. Hamish had been in the British military and they had been in the U.S. military, but liaisons were not unusual, and people with an array of special skills tended to meet up sooner or later. There were other people with whom Hamish had maintained connections as well, but these were the guys whom I knew.

The founder of Blackout Security was another ex-military character, complete with stealth training, Navy SEAL experience, and whatever else might qualify him to organize this high-end, secretive service. He also had an excellent business sense. His name was Alan Myer Adams, and there had been an article about him once in The New York Times, but that was all. Hamish knew him, but said that we would likely never socialize with him. He was a recluse.

I didn’t even know where he lived, but my mind was on other things. I knew that Hamish was nervous about me tooling around the neighborhood, exploring, and that he had likely shadowed this excursion with his flying nanobots, recording it all. Fine. I would review it all with him later, and look for any detail that I might have missed. Hamish would likely be able to fill in details that I had looked at and not understood the significance of, also. Those nanobots were how we knew so much about the Cull – the genocide – of the past year.

Ironic that I was being surveilled by my husband but not by the government, I thought with a wry grin. “What’s funny?” Aaron asked, noticing that.

“Hamish is likely surveilling my activities today,” I replied.

Aaron glanced in the back seat at Ed who, I noticed in the rearview mirror, raised his eyebrows. “Nothing gets by you,” Ed remarked.

I relaxed slightly. The humor in this brief exchange was a welcome relief from the tension I was feeling. “At least you guys amused me for a moment. I feel somewhat short of breath – horrified by what all the changes we are seeing mean.”

“What do they mean?” Aaron said, just to draw me out.

“They mean that all this was done to save the ecosystem and food supply. But the cost of that was mass murder, genocide, another holocaust, whatever you might choose to call it. It looks absolutely idyllic, lovely, peaceful, and yet...it’s anything but that.”

Another glance exchanged.

We were all still in a mild state of shock over something that had occurred just last week.

The President of the United States had died.

The announcement had come almost as soon as we had gotten home. We had spent just one night in Connecticut when it was all over the news. It was bizarre to think that he could have died of natural causes at the ripe young age of fifty-six, but he was dead nonetheless.

Several years earlier, he had had the lower half of a leg blown off in a failed assassination attempt on the steps of the U.S. Supreme Court building. He had seemed to make a complete recovery after that, and hadn’t even shown a limp after receiving his prosthetic leg. It was a titanium one with a veneer that looked so much like a natural leg with a foot that, when he went barefoot on the beach with his family, photographers could not easily remember which leg was real and which was not.

The cause of his death was quickly determined to be an infection that had gone unnoticed, progressed rapidly, and gone into his heart. A puncture wound on his leg stump was discovered, and a sharp bit of his prosthetic, blamed on wear and tear, was reported as having had a build-up of necrotic tissue that had poisoned his blood. The excuse for his medical team having missed all this was that the president had been working nonstop, and had simply seemed overtired.

Granted, that was a hazard of the position, but Hamish wasn’t convinced. “A likely story,” was all that he had to say about that, and we all understood what he meant. Without a second glance at him, we had looked back at the television screen and listened to the next bits.

Those next bits were the most shocking: the vice president had died hours afterward.

Why?! He wasn’t sick, he was only ten years older than the president, he had all of his limbs and other body parts (with the exception of some hair plugs, but that attracted no notice), and no cause was offered as an explanation. We had listened to that report in stunned silence, and gone to bed feeling confused and angry.

The next morning, an explanation was provided: The vice president had been assassinated by a renegade member of the Secret Service.

We waited for an explanation about that, but were quickly disappointed. In executing that assassination, the agent had been shot several times by other agents. That came as no surprise. We could easily imagine the vice president, newly sworn in as president, under attack and his guards therefore firing in unison at the threat, however useless their efforts.

Yet something about it all didn’t ring true, and Jason had again assisted us in discovering the truth. The N.S.A., which stood for National Security Agency but was called No Such Agency by myself and anyone else who mistrusted it, had nothing on Jason...or Hamish. Jason had left swarms of Hamish’s nanobotic cameras all over government premises during the past year, and now he came over to review the data with us. Hamish and I marched him down to the old basement den without ceremony when he arrived, waving off my mother’s efforts to plie him with any drinks. Later for that!

After the Cull and the rise of the Orwellian police surveillance state, our trust in our own government’s willingness to abide by and uphold the U.S. Constitution, particularly the Fourth Amendment, was completely vitiated. The Fourth Amendment guaranteed that U.S. citizens did not have to endure warrantless searches and seizures of our property. Hah! What a joke that seemed like now. So many people, along with their property, had been seized, searched, probed, sifted, and ultimately erased. If the absence of most Americans from their very existence wasn’t a tip-off that the government was rotten, nothing would be.

In short, we had decided that if our government wouldn’t uphold the law, it was up to us.

We were still in the data analysis phase, but we were almost ready to strike back.

The nano-cameras revealed that the president’s infection had been contrived, not accidental. We carefully filed that information away for future use. What interested us next was motive. Why had the president been disposed of? It took us a few hours of searching, which meant more time shut away in the basement with Jason, but fortunately no one bothered us.

At last, there it was: the president had decided to shut down the N.S.A.’s warrantless wiretapping program, the Orwellian behemoth that was behind our every effort to live off the grid – the utilities grid, the data gathering and collection grid, and the surveillance grid. Not only that, but he had planned to overhaul the C.I.A. as well. His purpose was to weed out the Orwellian monster within both agencies. The vice president had planned to do the same.

“Well, that explains it,” I said, sitting back for a moment and staring at the ceiling.

“What do you mean?” Hamish and Jason both asked me at once.

“No sitting president can just shut down the C.I.A. – and, now that the N.S.A. has grown to be a comparable monster, one that subverts the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act and turns its cyber-eyes inward, on its own citizens, the N.S.A. also – without risking death. It’s been so since John F. Kennedy announced his intent to do that. He also wanted peace, and governments, particularly empire-governments, want to keep their military-industrial complexes in a state of constant war. That’s what keeps the Farmers that fund and direct them happy.”

My husband and our friend stared at me wordlessly. Hamish looked grim but unsurprised. Jason, who was in his mid-twenties, despite having survived the past year with us while remotely witnessing more dark secrets and crimes unfold than most people ever even hear about, was still capable of having his jaw drop and then gaping for a moment before snapping it shut.

It snapped shut a mere moment later, though. Jason had seen and understood too much.

“How do they usually control a president?” Jason asked me. “I mean, there have been several more since JFK, and none of them have done anything about this. All that time, the problem has obviously grown worse, or last year would have been very different.”

“I suspect that, when they are briefing the winner of a presidential election, that candidate is hazed with a full disclosure, complete with graphic video and still photographs in vivid color and clarity, of the Kennedy assassination, plus the reasons behind it.”

Now both of them gaped at me for a moment, brief though it was.

We looked at the vice president’s assassination next, and it was more of the same stuff.

A hasty presidential election was being organized as a result, unprecedented in our nation’s history. So many unprecedented events had taken place in the past several years that this did not induce much outrage, or even much emotion. I had commented that the world was probably feeling too emotionally drained to expend much mental or emotional energy on this. Meanwhile, the Speaker of the House of Representative had been hastily sworn in as President of the United States, but he had indicated that he would not be running for that office.

We would review the candidates, choose one, and vote, simple as that. Claire, Fabian’s new wife, had already gone to the town hall and registered to vote. The rest of us were already registered: myself, Hamish, my parents, Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie, Grandmère, and my cousins, Edgar, Fabian, and Jacques.

Focusing on the present again, I drove us on a grand tour of the town, looking at everything.

In the center of town, Whole Foods and the U.N. Agenda 21-style, mixed-use development remained, as did a lot of the homes nearby, but almost anything built post-World War II had been erased. In its place was acre upon acre of crops. At first, I had been amazed when I had checked the local grocery stores online and found that all of the ones I remembered were still there. But then it had occurred to me that consuming food was not the same as consumerism, and I had moved on to notice other things.

We saw cornfields where Elmwood, the working-class section of town, had once had homes. I slowed the car down and read the signs on the corners of the former streets, which had all been ripped up and then repaved. Different varieties of corn were listed under the street names.

The pavement was all exactly where the original streets had been. That land was basically ruined for cultivation, eviscerated of all nutrients, so it had made sense to keep the old street plans in place. It was eerie, though.

Where the industrial park had been, there were now a series of wind turbines. So that was where the town was getting a significant portion of its energy. “I read online that all new housing in rural and suburban areas will have solar panels – not placed too close together in case of fire – and that the power grid will also draw on wind turbines,” I said.

Aaron grunted in agreement; he had seen that report too.

The town hall had a Three Sisters agricultural display on its front lawn. This meant that vines for squash and beans were wound up and around corn stalks, which was attractive and interesting, but more for show than for any serious volume of food supply. I parked by the library and we walked over to read the little plaques in front of them.


“This Three Sisters agricultural project is a cooperative endeavor by local schools. It teaches students how Native Americans grew their food, with varieties of corn, squash, and beans Connecticut tribes would have been raising at the time that English colonists joined them here.”



Sure enough, the varieties of each Three Sisters display were anything but the butter-and-sugar corns that I had been raised with each fall at roadside vegetable stands and farmers’ markets. Instead, there were many others, and some were not historically accurate to the region, despite the claim on the plaque. It was kind of funny to see that claim next to the photographs of the varieties that were being grown. We saw variegated maize of all colors: red and blue, dark red to purple, pastels, some in the familiar yellow with white kernels, and yellow with red and black kernels.

“It would be fun to try the corn when it’s ready, just to see what they all taste like,” I said.

Ed rolled his eyes. Hamish had had to convert him to a (mostly) vegetarian diet and get him off of processed, convenience foods a couple of years ago when he began to feel the early signs of cancer. Once he understood that damage that GMOs (genetically modified organisms) were doing to his body, he changed, because he wanted to live longer and feel well. But it had been under protest. Some people just didn’t like to pay attention to their food or try new things.

Aaron was just the opposite. He appreciated and liked to try new things. Whenever Ed complained about a new food experience, Aaron would grin at him and call him a Philistine.

The two were good friends, and had known Hamish for years.

Hamish, however, wanted to live on healthful, nutritious, organic foods, and he loved food adventures. As a physician, and one who had also developed both a nanobotic antidote to the covert destructive additive to the vaccines in the Cull and created an anti-aging serum called Regenics, he was someone to take seriously.

His advice was, in fact, taken very seriously. Our friends and family had all been vaccinated by Hamish, slowly, over a period of months, after he had extracted the nanites from the sera that had been shipped to his medical office.

Those nanites were the government’s covert method of reducing the human population. They contained programming and needles that sought out and broke P53 proteins, which were the cancer tumor suppressors in our DNA. In addition, the vaccines that the government was using hit the human immune system with forty-plus disease preventions, which then crashed their systems. People had come in to see him with lesions, fatigue, and early signs of cancer. They weren’t contagious, but they were dying.

Hamish had removed those nanites from people who came into his office as patients, then healed the damage by injecting them with his Regenics formula. After saving as many people as he could, and arranging for others to be out of town when the Cull came to our area, we had all left Connecticut for Manhattan and, ultimately, Switzerland, first by car and then by boat.

The Swiss Regenics clinic was ready to go by August last year, while the one in New York was just starting. The reconstruction and flood remediation, complete with dykes and dams, canals and waterways, and new, granite bridges and water taxis had put Manhattan’s clinic behind. Lausanne, located on Lake Geneva, had not suffered the effects of sea level rising.

That had worked for us very nicely. Hamish had arranged for the purchase, outfitting, and supply of a huge yacht, which I had named the Shadowcat. Once it was ready, we had taken the entire family (and cats, Spock and Eowyn), plus a kid in his twenties named Jason Woodward, who had recently graduated from M.I.T. and his parents, with us to Lausanne to wait out the Cull. Ostensibly, it was all about the Regenics clinic, but that was also a convenient cover.

On the way to Lake Geneva, we had stopped in Rosehearty, Scotland, to pick up Hamish’s sister, Fiona, plus her fiancé and cat, Mallory. Then we had stayed away, keeping in touch with friends and business acquaintances and associates. Our new cousin-in-law, Claire, had married Fabian in Switzerland, and Fiona had married William shortly after that.

We tried to make the best of a terrifying time. Claire had lost her parents to the Cull, bakers who had a business outside Philadelphia. On the way back, we had paused offshore from Pennsylvania and sent Hamish’s flying nanobotic cameras to show her the area and give her a sense of closure. Claire had looked, and she seemed to have worked her way past the immediate shock and grief of the loss to anger. I hoped she could use that to her benefit in some way, and planned to help her if I could.

The Regenics formula that Hamish had given us all had reversed the aging process. I was in my late forties but now appeared to be twenty years younger. Hamish looked to be in his mid-thirties. Grandmère was nearing one hundred years old, had ditched her cane, and her hair had thickened to a beautiful pouf of a snowy white mane. Her face was also fuller, and she walked steadily and faster. I hoped she didn’t mind all that; the thought that she was benefitting from all this as a widow was why. She seemed to be enjoying life, though.

Aaron and Ed and I piled back into my car and I drove off, heading east, where we saw pear trees. Anjou, Bosc, and Bartlett pears were growing. The news reports had spent a lot of time online and on the air touting the wonders of how every town was growing its own food to reduce their dependency on trucking it in from elsewhere. Of course, there were greenhouses that produced food during the off seasons, to keep the grocery stores supplied, but this did go a long way toward reducing our carbon footprints.

An area of West Hartford that had been labeled “The Reservation” due to the Native American tribe names of all of its streets was now filled with raspberry, blackberry, and blueberry bushes. I was delighted to see it all, I had to admit, because raspberries were my favorite fruit. An area by the golf course was set aside for strawberries, but those only grew in June, so that field was lying fallow now.

“They didn’t remove the golf course!” I said, surprised.

“Of course not,” Ed said. “Banksters and other Farmers live around here. They like to golf.”

“Oh, right,” I said, understanding. The mansions near that golf course were still there, also.

I didn’t want to drive all the way into Hartford, so I reversed course, turning back around toward Bishop’s Corner. The other Whole Foods store, banks, restaurants, and the Big Y grocery store were still there, as was the U.S. Post Office. I drove through the back way around some of the stores and up Flagg Road. The beehives of Westmoor Park, a small farm that was open to public tours, had not been touched during the Cull. That was no surprise.

Turning right to head north on Mountain Road, I noticed that there was nothing to see, just idle land with fields where houses used to be. Only a few, colonial and historic homes remained. Also, the farmland that we had passed south of Albany Avenue was not producing anything right now. It was late September. “I wonder what they grow on the land by Mountain Road, south of Albany Avenue,” I said aloud, to no one in particular.

Ed took out a pamphlet. He scanned it, then said, “Flowers.”

“Flowers?” I said, incredulously. “All that land?”

“Yeah. Here – I got several of these this morning, just after Hamish called us and said you wanted to go out exploring.”

I gaped at him in the rearview mirror for a second, impressed. Then I shut my mouth and laughed a brief laugh. “Of course you did. You Blackout guys excel at reconnaissance.” I grinned at Ed, and pulled over by Gledhill Nursery. “Huh...this place is still here,” I commented. Ed passed me one of the pamphlets.

“Oh, yeah,” Aaron said. “Any business that dealt with growing plants was saved.”

“Makes sense,” I said, and looked at the pamphlet. It was from the West Hartford Town Hall. West Hartford Guide to Farms and Orchards, it was titled. It showed a smiling woman on the cover who looked like she was in her thirties, wearing jeans and a tee shirt. Her long, light-brown hair was up in a ponytail, and her gray-blue eyes stared into the camera lens as she held up a bouquet of purple-blue delphiniums, pink tea roses, blue hyacinths, and yellow-to-red parrot tulips. She was standing in front of a flower field of mixed items, leaning on a vendor’s cart.

I opened it out and saw that the town was now in the business of growing all sorts of herbs, squash, beans, corns (multiple varieties!), and that the pamphlet boasted that the Native American method of Three Sisters was used to grow those things near the Town Hall. There were scallions, shallots, and other onion family plants, heirloom tomatoes, berries of all kinds. The town had planted orchards of apples (Golden Delicious, Granny Smith, Empire, and Macoun), peaches, pears, and apricots. Beehives were set up among each of the growing areas.

Crops were rotated, and each plot of land was given a chance to lay fallow every third season. All of it was organic – no insecticides. (At last, that was the standard!) The town even employed an entomologist to manage insects, which was done by sending natural predator insects to prey on unwanted ones.

The government had set up a credit and debit card system of purchase at each station.

Cash was accepted but not preferred, with no guarantee of exact change late in the day. Lovely...and a bit suspect. The Farmers (Hamish’s and my private code for banksters and hedge fundsters, and corporatists) were trying to phase out cash from the economy, and thus track and control every financial transaction.

A police cruiser drove by, then did a U-turn and came back to pull up alongside us.

At least martial law was no longer in effect. I put my window down. So did he. The cop was in his mid-forties, I thought, with graying, thick, crew-cut hair, almost shaved on the sides, like a Marine. Dark brown eyes looked across at me, and a little camera was mounted onto his collar.

“Hello, Officer,” I said, putting a pleasant expression on my face.

“Hello,” he said. “Why have you stopped?”

I held up the pamphlet. “My friend just handed me this pamphlet, so I pulled over to look at it and see where I will go. I was just about to start driving again.”

“Oh. Okay. Just checking to see what’s going on. No problem then,” he said with an equally pleasant smile. He drove off. Good.

I pulled out into the road again, checking all around before doing so, but there were no other cars out. It was late morning now, almost noon. “I’m used to seeing a lot more cars out and about – all day long, no matter what time it is. “We’re going to have to get used to all new traffic patterns and intensities now...or the lack thereof,” I commented.

“Yep, we are,” Ed said, looking out the window.

Aaron had pulled the visor down in the front seat, and flipped open its mirror. “The cop is coming back,” he said.

“Well, he was going this way before he talked to me,” I said.

“Indeed,” was all that Aaron said back. Blackout guys were trained to be suspicious.

The cop caught up with us, signaled that he wanted to pass us, and did so. “Good,” I said. “He’s not going to follow me around and watch me explore. That would take the fun out of it.”

Ed snorted. “You don’t seem to be enjoying this.”

Funny how these guys could sense my mood, my plans, everything. Well, they were trained on stealth, reconnaissance, secret ops, and whatever else, and they were neurotypical. NTs could read people faster than anyone with Asperger’s could, plus they knew me.

I drove up Mountain Road a bit more and turned down what used to be Lostbrook Road. The houses there had been built in the post-World War II boom of the 1940s. Now, they were just...gone. Instead, I found myself passing apple trees on gravel and dirt.

My heart was pounding again. This was scary, and I seriously doubted that I could pin this reaction on being an Aspie. Anyone who had lived here and known this area before the Cull who was seeing it again for the first time since then would react this way – especially knowing and having seen what I had: MRAPs and mobile crematoria camps and the residents of this area being rounded up and herded into military trucks, never to return.

Of course, few people had seen that.

Those few were limited to the people in this car, Hamish, the rest of my immediate and extended family, and a few friends (my parents, Grandmère, Aunt Zoe, Uncle Charlie, their three sons, Edgar, Fabian, and Jacques, Fabian’s new wife Claire, Hamish’s sister, Fiona, and her new husband William, plus our computer wizard, Jason, and his parents, Anne and Peter).

As the Cull came to our area, we had scooped up our family and friends and left to wait it out in safety. It was either that or lose most of them. Our house on Stoner Drive was still there, unmolested, as was Jason’s, but Uncle Charlie’s neighborhood was erased. We had watched it courtesy of Hamish’s flying nanobots.

Uncle Charlie was in shock, but Aunt Zoe was taking it a bit more calmly. He had been a real estate developer, so his life’s work had been erased along with the people he had lived near, many of whom had bought up the McMansions he had built. She had worked with him until he retired and wound up his business, just as they finished educating their kids.

Aunt Zoe’s sister, Mindy, and brother-in-law had survived the Cull, so it was no wonder that she was handling this okay. Aunt Zoe was at our house, surfing the Internet, searching for a new home for them to buy. She and Uncle Charlie didn’t want to stay with us forever, which was understandable. We were eleven people in one house and, big as it was, we were cramped.

It was probably just like the big extended American families of the nineteenth century and earlier, I mused. You could tell that farming families used to remain together working the land, generations all in one huge dwelling that had been expanded as needed, just by driving through the countryside. Pretty, rambling, clapboard farmhouses painted in reds, yellows, whites, blues, and even a pink one could be seen if one drove around Connecticut.

I hoped they were still there...

Glancing up at one of the street signs, I was startled to see another change: they each had been new names in addition to the old ones. Lostbrook Road now sported a companion street sign just below its original one: Golden Delicious Apple Orchard. Hmm...at least people would know where to go for what food, but I doubted that the new names would catch on, and said so.

“Oh, they won’t,” Aaron said, “but the signs will likely stay.”

I drove all the way down to the end of the road, to what had been Barksdale Road and was now Granny Smith Road as well, and turned left. The elementary school was – or had been – up on the left. “It’s still there!” I said, surprised.

“Oh yeah,” Ed said. “But it’s closed for renovations. There are few enough kids now that they can improve each building and make sure that it is up to code and offers the latest and greatest bathrooms, theater and arts, and gymnasium facilities. Any contaminants like lead or asbestos are being removed by hazmat crews. They’re probably almost done here,” he summed up, peering across the playground at the equipment in the parking lot. It did look as though things were being packed up.

Across the street from the school was a small kiosk. It was a permanent structure with a series of barns lining the street up ahead of it. A parking area was just before the school, where two houses had been. I pulled in and parked next to another car. There were just four others.

We all got out and walked over to the kiosk, and as we drew closer, I saw that the barns were brand new, painted a nice dark red, and labeled. “Macoun Apples” read the first sign. Storage and processing, I realized.

We looked around as we walked, and I commented that this orchard had features that I had never seen before in any other orchard, but had read about online: sound-emitting equipment in flowering shrubs. The sound was of a low frequency, carefully calibrated by scientists and engineers to prevent insects that would have eaten away the leaves on the trees from mating.

The flowering shrubs were there to encourage honeybees to stick around without becoming malnourished from a monocrop. Bees, like other animals, needed variety in their diets. Small signs made of bronze set into granite explained this, with labels for the various plants, including honeysuckle, buckwheat, and gardenia, and herbs such as rosemary and lavender. Any that could be harvested would also be sold in the kiosk when ready, with seeds carefully reserved for the next growing season.

“Of course you’ve read that online,” Ed said with a grin. “You’re always researching stuff.”

Aaron grinned. “That’s what makes it interesting to guard her,” he commented.

“True,” Ed remarked. “And Hamish gets ideas for inventions from all that.” He smiled.

As we entered the kiosk, I realized that it was more than that. It was a bakery and applesauce and cider production facility as well as a place to just buy apples. You could pick your own or not, as you wished. Teenagers who lived in the area picked the apples after school for pay.

That sounded like a good economic plan. Prior to the Cull, teenagers had been having a terrible time finding jobs, as had many other people. Picking fruit was an ideal job for a kid old enough to work. They would be out in the fresh air, and making money without being micromanaged.

We went inside and were immediately hit with the intense aromas of cider, cider donuts, and apple turnovers. I could make my own pies, but I loved cider donuts and cider, so I bought a bag of Golden Delicious apples, and one large and one small bag of donuts plus 2 jugs of cider. I handed one of the jugs to Aaron and the small bag of donuts to Ed. “These are for you guys,” I said, careful not to say “for your guardhouse.” That was no one else’s business anyway.

I took out some cash to pay for the food, and it was promptly refused. “We only take credit or debit here,” I was told. Of course, I thought...the better to be tracked. I paid with my Visa.

The woman in charge of the kiosk, which proved to be more like a small shop, handed us each a free sample of the cider, which was delicious. She pointed out the rest rooms off to the right, and left us to wander around the shop. A couple of men were also working in there, sorting fruit and sweeping the floor. I guessed that the teenagers would arrive a few hours later.

Next, the woman told us that the apple barns were not open to the public, as they were for storage and packaging only. The apples didn’t just stay here; they were taken to Whole Foods, Big Y, The Fresh Market, and other area stores periodically. When the apple season was over, lots of apple products would be stored for sale during what was now winter: short but intense periods of icy cold, colder than what we who were in our thirties and forties had grown up with.

“But you won’t necessarily remember that,” she said, looking me over. “You’re too young.”

“Oh?” I said, looking back at her. “How old do we look?” I asked. It had been over a year since Hamish had injected me and the rest of our group with his Regenics formula.

The woman, whose hair was graying and had some lines and wrinkles here and there on her face, tucked a wisp of hair under her hat. She paused, then said, “You look like you’re in your mid-twenties, and they look like they’re in their late thirties,” surveying Ed and Aaron with a practiced eye.

Wow. “I’m going to be forty-eight next year,” I told her with a wry smile.

She stared at me. “I would love to try whatever you’re doing,” she said.

I smiled and took a card from the place, and she wrote her name on the back: Jenna Lane.

We thanked her and left, carrying our apples and other items.

Aaron waited until we were putting the stuff in the trunk before saying, “Don’t tell everyone your real age...at least not just yet,” he added.

“Okay.” Telling people that did make us seem like science fiction characters with a secret.

I drove us back out to Mountain Road and headed north, heading automatically toward Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie’s old neighborhood, more out of habit than conscious thought.

That ended when I turned onto Beacon Hill Drive, which led to their old cul-de-sac.

A feeling of panic settled in as I looked around. This was where the reality show that presented a massive crime had unfolded, courtesy of our flying nanobots. People had lived here in houses going up this hill. There had been yards with shrubbery, flowers, fences, swimming pools in some backyards, telephone poles, electricity wires, and driveways. It was all gone now, as were the people who had been called out of their homes, and dragged out by force if they didn’t cooperate.

We had seen it all, and Hamish and I had watched it twice. The first time had been while aboard our yacht, the Shadowcat, once we had the family safely away and at sea, heading for Europe. The second time had been after we had picked up Fiona and William. We had to show them what was going on. Fiona had seen some vague signs of it, but nothing up close and personal. You usually only saw that if the military units were coming to take you away, never to return. You saw that if they were going to kill you.

The Cull had forced tainted vaccinations on almost everyone, and vaccinations of some sort on the rest. The difference was that the tainted injections contained nanites that broke one’s P53 proteins, which were cancer tumor suppressors. They also crashed the immune system by hitting it with forty-plus vaccines at once. 

Hamish had protected us all by acquiring vaccines for all of those illnesses months ahead of time, extracting any hidden nanites from them, and administering them slowly, over a period of months. He entered each record into a national database, as physicians were required to do, registering us all as having been taken care of, vaccinated as required by law.

The problem had been that the government might still try to pull anyone aside at work or visit them at their home and reinject them, thus introducing those damned nanites anyway. We had lost one of his Avon, Connecticut office employees this way, when they went away for a weekend to visit relatives out of state.

Claire had received an ominous letter from her mother just before it all started, along with a package containing the family photographs and all of her jewelry. Her parents had suspected that something was not right, but they had insisted upon staying in Philadelphia up until the very end. Hamish had been unable to persuade them to remain in Connecticut with us.

Hamish had saved some of our friends before we left the area by removing the nanites after the fact. And then we had escaped to Switzerland the Shadowcat with our entire family.

We had contacted everyone that we knew while we were away, during the Cull and as it was winding down, and found out that they were still alive, no longer being pursued. Many of them didn’t understand that it was a Cull, and we didn’t dare tell them, at least not just now. What mattered for now was that they were okay.

“Breathe, Avril,” Aaron said to me.

I turned to look at him, startled. Then I inhaled and exhaled a couple of times. I had been holding my breath, and then taking short, panting breaths. I was also stimming – tapping my fingers on the steering wheel and pursing my lips as they got dry – classic Aspie anxiety! Perhaps walking around would help.

Hollister Drive was the name of Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie’s old street. Only the street itself seemed familiar now. I parked along it. New pavement marked it off, with new paint. There were green stripes of paints down each lane. I had seen that paint everywhere, and now I paused to stare at it. It seemed to glow.

Ed saw me staring intently at it. “That’s solar energy paint. It stores whatever it picks up from sunlight and cars then pick it up as they drive near it. You have to drive right over them to get the benefit.”

“Fascinating,” I said, and meant it. “But we could have had it without the Cull.”

“What I don’t get is how the government justified taking all of this land. I know they had a legal device for doing so, but what was it?” Ed asked me. He was obviously trying to distract me.

“If an entire family dies and there are no legal heirs, the property escheats to the state,” I told him. “But Uncle Charlie and Aunt Zoe are alive. Perhaps they’ll get a letter from the state soon about this. If not, we will pursue other options. They’re entitled to some money under eminent domain. It won’t fully reimburse them for the value their house and property, but it will be something. They won’t want to live with us forever.”

I looked around us at what had been a neighborhood of homes. It was all squash fields now.

Butternut squash, acorn squash, turban squash, kabocha squash, blue and golden Hubbard squash, spaghetti squash, and even a few summer squash were visible, complete with edible squash blossoms. If I bought any, we would have to eat them that evening. Good thing we had some chèvre – goat cheese – to go with them, because that was exactly what I intended to do.

No sense in refusing to buy the food that grew at this crime scene. It wouldn’t change a thing.

I walked toward the kiosk, which was across the street from the site of the house that we had visited our family at so often, and looked around. Sure enough, signs outside said that there were squash blossoms for sale, plus lots of different squash. No Three Sisters growing method here – just squash – fields of it.

It was neatly laid out around the trees that had stood around the homes that were now gone. I recognized these trees, and remembered how the houses, cars, gardens, and other details had been situated around them. The trees served as prompts to an open-book memory test.

Without thinking about it, I found myself wandering over to the site of Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie’s house. A pumpkin patch covered most of it. Aaron silently followed me through one of the rows to the back. I walked through what had been the living and dining area, past where the deck had been, and across the former backyard. A patch of grass was untouched, and I walked onto it, and then stopped short. A big rock, rounded but with a slight depression that faced the patch, sat at the very back of what had been the backyard. It formed a natural seat.

I sat on it now, with my eyes on the ground, as they had been each time before. Everything felt the same as it always had as I did so...until I settled into place on the rock at the end of the former yard and looked up. Then I felt as if I had been punched in the stomach. Where the pumpkin patch ended, a narrow strip of grass grew, and then a field of butternut squash. That line of grass bisected the place where the swimming pool had been.

The view that I had expected to see in my moment of reverie was gone for good. In its place was just squash growing all around us, set against a background of trees. The neighborhood had been set against undeveloped woods, with the town’s largest reservoir up the hill beyond them. That, of course, was still there.

I looked down at the soil and vines of the pumpkin patch. It was rather pretty.

Then I saw it: something gray and oddly shaped in the soil, something that had gone unnoticed throughout the planting season. This row hadn’t yet been picked yet, which was probably why it hadn’t been found by anyone else. I reached down and picked it up.

It wasn’t a rock. It was a porous thing, slightly charred. I put it in my pocket quickly.

“Avril, are you okay?” Aaron asked me kindly.

“Yes, thank you,” I lied to him.

“I know you sat on this rock often,” he said.

I got up. “That was the last time,” I replied, heading for the road.

Walking across to the kiosk, I saw Ed looking grimly at the pumpkin patch.

When I got inside, I did a double-take. Sophia was in there! She was working there, selling and organizing the harvest. It was a seasonal job, one that freed her up to write and draw and paint when the fields were fallow for the winter. We hugged and greeted each other, and the tremulous, anxious shortness of breath I had been feeling stopped, at least for now. “How are you?” we said both at once, then laughed.

Sophia and her daughter were fine. Catriona was studying at the University of Connecticut in Hartford, commuting back and forth on those eco-friendly buses, and studying during the commutes. She was still hoping to transfer to a coastal university and study marine biology, and I suspected that she would soon be able to do so. After all, the Cull – being called the Great Plague – was over now.

Sophia was busy with her pastel drawing and publishing her science fiction stories online. Her work was like vibrantly colored art – nothing like what I wrote, which dealt with science fiction becoming practical, science fact. She wrote beautiful imagery with a hint of terror that was pure fantasy and nothing that could get her noticed by any government radar. The surveillance machines that tracked leaks of secrets would not touch her.

We chatted briefly, caught up on basic news, and arranged to meet again soon.

I bought some squash blossoms, a couple of butternut squashes, and some acorn ones, and a pumpkin from the field where my family’s home had been, for our doorstep. Odd shapes as well as familiar shapes of everything for sale – nothing was being wasted due to not being picture-perfect, and that was a good thing. When I was ready to pay, I found that this place insisted upon credit or debit payments also, but I tried to pay with cash, just to make sure.

Damn! Surveillance was built into the system. I wondered if it would follow me everywhere I tried to pay for anything now. The mere idea was making me angry. Was my cash now useless?! Clearly, the pamphlet had lied about the kiosks accepting cash.

Tomorrow would be October 1st. I didn’t feel like carving a pumpkin this year, but I wanted to have one, just the same. It was a shred of normalcy in an otherwise contrived, abnormal scene. I was still here, able to enjoy the sights, smells, tastes, and other delights of the season – the fruits of fall. The people who had lived, and died, here in this ghost of a neighborhood, would never enjoy them again.

Damn the Farmers for that! Happy Hallowe’en, I thought with a bitter sense of irony.
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I went home and unpacked the groceries, the result of shopping at farms rather than stores. Strange new world, I thought to myself, putting apples aside for sauce and a tart, squash on the counter, and then heading out to the back yard. I would plan my own garden, and not rely solely on the other ones. At least I could decide what to grow.

The conservatory was still in great shape, and Hamish admitted to have sent nanobots to tend its herbs and raspberries, blackberries, and strawberries. The berry bushes outside, which bordered the yard along its walls, were also in decent shape.

There wasn’t really much decision-making to do, but I wanted to get everyone else into a home agronomy routine. This was to be an organic operation – no insecticides allowed. No one would challenge me on this, but expected some resistance in the form of human laziness. Ours was not a culture that was used to farming. We were used to art, music, study, and letting other people – strangers in distant, rural areas – do the farming. No more.

The entire yard was not devoted to farming. Some was a lawn, which Hamish and I trimmed with an old-fashioned mower – no motor. It was a rolling cylinder that made no noise, and he loved it. It required no fossil fuels to run. The lawn was not a chemically treated monocrop of grass, but a miscellany of wildflowers with grass: clover, daisies, dandelion, and tiny violets. The bees loved it. This was another reason why our hives still had live honeybees.

The parts of the yard that were devoted to crops, aside from the berry bushes, were on either side. Heirloom tomatoes to the left (soil couldn’t grow anything else once it had grown tomatoes, so there was no point in planning anything different in that area), and everything else on the right. The lawn stretched through the center in a wide swatch, plus around the rectangular crop areas, and around the house.

“Everything else” meant string beans, eggplants, purple and green asparagus, sweet potatoes, carrots, parsnips, and some red and orange pepper plants (no green – I didn’t like their bitter taste). Right now, though, it was too late to plant anything. It was time to worry about the soil, and about maintaining it.

The world’s topsoil layer, essential for agriculture, had been eroding away. Pastureland had been churned up for row planting, and it had gone from rich, dark brown to light brown to pale, sandy beige...until it actually was sand. This had actually happened in inland North America.

I had some hay to spread over the crop plots for the winter. That soil wasn’t blowing anywhere – not if I could help it! Once we were ready to plant, it would not be via tilling the soil. No...we would be doing something else: gouging small slits into the soil though it and compost.

“Just wait until spring,” I promised the four of them. “Hamish and I will train you to grow food on these plots. When Uncle Charlie and Aunt Zoe get a new house, we’ll help you set up your own growing operation in the back yard. Then you’ll have to keep it going.”

Jacques had responded with a grim mumbling of “Dad’ll never want to work on that.”

My Dad, meanwhile, had come out and helped us pull apart the hay to spread over the plots.

My mother and Aunt Zoe had watched, looking serious. Aunt Zoe said, “I heard that. We’ll see about that. Your father and I will adjust to composting, whether he wants to, or not.”

My mother just laughed. “I’m with him. I don’t want to, but I know I have to do it.”

We adjourned to the kitchen to prepare dinner.

I was determined to create as much compost out of every last vegetable peel, fish skin, chicken or turkey bone, and whatever else I could get. I had bought a container for all of these rejects and lectured the entire family on its use, sternly decreeing that all plates were to be scraped into it after meals, and all food preparations were to contribute anything that didn’t go into the meals for human consumption. I was anxious about maintaining our natural security.

The new regime ensued...with me policing every stroke across the cutting boards, directing traffic into the new compost can. The parents had looked like a deeply unpleasant chore was being foisted upon them. The cousins had listened with a bit more interest and, thus far, had not omitted a scrap for it.
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Hamish got back from his office after we had the dinner cooking and the salads made.

It was then that I remembered what was in my pocket.

“Hi Hamish,” I said, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Come upstairs with me.”

Intrigued, he followed me, stopping me at the foot of the stairs to say, “Wait – I want a kiss!”

I let him have one and then dragged him upstairs.

He came along willingly enough, wondering what I wanted. “This must be serious,” he remarked. No way would I drag my husband upstairs in the middle of dinner preparations for sex; not with an extended family in the house! He knew it was about something secret.

We got into our room and I shut the door.

Hamish turned to look at me. “What is it?”

I had grabbed a ziplock bag on the way out of the kitchen. Now I opened it, held it wide, pulled the gray, porous object from the pumpkin patch from my pocket, and dropped it inside as my husband watched, open-mouthed. “So, Dr. MacDonall,” I asked, handing him the bag, “is this thing what I think it is?”

“Aye,” he said. “It’s a bone fragment...possibly a knuckle. Where did you get it?”

“In the pumpkin patch soil in what used to be Aunt Zoe and Uncle Charlie’s back yard.”

“I see.” He didn’t say anything else, but stood there staring into the bag, which he held up.

“Do you think it might be a human bone fragment?” I couldn’t help asking.

“Aye. I’ll test it to make sure, but we saw what happened there on the nano-cam swarm.” It felt as though I had swallowed a huge chunk of ice, even though I hadn’t.

It was a vague sense of unease mixed with anxiety, and it didn’t go away. It wasn’t meant to go away, because something was very wrong, and I knew exactly what it was. The ice just wouldn’t melt, it seemed – unlike that of the polar icecaps. Those were melting rapidly.

Damn!

This was what anxiety was like for someone in her forties who had Asperger’s. I didn’t know what it felt like for neurotypicals my age, but I wasn’t likely to find out with any ease or convenience, and it really didn’t matter. Perhaps this was just what it felt like for me.

We had been back for a week now from our year-long stay in Lausanne, Switzerland plus a stay in New York City (which was like Venice now, with its canals and waterways, but with all new granite curbing and bridges). We were home in Connecticut, back on Stoner Drive, and I was out in the back yard, looking at my top-frame beehive, checking on the honeybees inside it.

Amazingly, they were still there, not collapsed. How could this be so?

I lifted one of the wooden bars that the honeycomb hung off of, carefully inspecting what the bees had built. Odd...the wood was supposed to be replaced each spring, but we hadn’t been here then. There were replacement bars – more than enough for a few years of replacements – but only a beekeeper
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