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The following is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any
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This is dedicated to Pastors Phil, Elissa and Rosalee and the
whole Hartford City Church.
Maps of the areas as they are now are readily available on
line. Kansas is very different in detail in 2268
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The music in USA at the time includes marching bands,
barbershop and sugar pop but mainly country, country and
western, crying in your beer country and country pop. The
music in Hartford in 2268 is as varied as today with some of
just about everything with lots of house, rock, classical, pop
and really not that much country. There will be several genres
invented between now and then which will be much more
popular than all those historical genres, but those may not
have worked their way into the USA. No music was actually
received from Kassidor until after 2300ad except that brought
by the immigrants in 1963.

From the Heartland
The USA in 2268 is a utopia of big family farms, small
towns, the Dominion Baptist church, Fourth of July parades
and socials. Every boy is crew cut, every girl’s skirt reaches
below her knees, every parent is shown respect, the town
deputy knows every name. The borders are secure and all
minorities have been deported. The cities have all but
disappeared and most commerce and employment is on-line.
One hardly ever sees a stranger in the flesh.
Darryl has just graduated high school and has only one more
thing to do before he can woo and wed his sweetheart. He
must pass his Manhood tests. That is because to keep the
USA the utopia it has become, only real men are allowed to
wed, own property and vote.

Foreword – Why 2268?
The impetus for this story is my desire to say something
against the hate being pushed on our country by the alt-right,
neo-nazi government we elected in 2016. The deliberate,
unapologetic, all-out attack on the rights and well being of
non-anglos and women by that administration is sickening.
While not as extreme as what is happening in Myanmar and
the middle east, the scale of the Trump world-wide attack on
everyone who’s not both white and male is unprecedented.
We already know how Russian trolls have made our
political divide into the equivalent of Sunni and Shia. No
facts can change our allegiance. A fact is true or fake
depending on whether or not our party endorses it. I have
oversimplified and exaggerated to make a point, Kansas is not
so racist and Connecticut is not so integrated today, that is
why I need two and a half centuries for these conditions to
develop.
The story of Darryl and Keisha could have happened, and
in fact has happened, in today’s America, but in today’s
America it wouldn’t have the contrast. Even in Kansas today
almost everyone has at least seen an African American, most
have spoken to many and there are inter-racial marriages. By
putting it in the future we can show where the vision of the
rabid right will lead us. In today’s America these ways of life
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are mixed in every state and one need not travel more than a
few hours to cross the red-blue boundary between the
predecessors of these societies. At the same time the future
can get us back to the past, when a person’s physical location
mattered and the action centered on people physically
interacting, not interacting only by phone. Take note that this
is as far in our future as the American revolution is in our
past.
The fact that I am a science fiction writer also has a lot to
do with why I chose this time period. The bulk of this story
happens between the time of ‘A Dry Seed’ and ‘Yoonbarla’ in
the Gordon’s Lamp saga. This is a relatively peaceful time in
North America between the brutal wars that saw the breakup
of the United States on one side and the devastation of the
Angel Wars of ‘Tangle in the Dark’ on the other. The 2200’s
were marked by the emergence of Brazil as the leading
democracy. They will be the last great mortal power in the
next century.
This is not meant to examine the science and economy of
the 2260’s. There will be several disruptive technologies
between then and now, I have only mentioned them and have
not subjected you to much of the disruption they will cause,
sorry about the lack of realism in this, but I’m using 2268 to
talk to 2020. The most disruptive will be automation, when
jobs as we knew them went away. I’ve erred on the side of
keeping much more jobs in both countries for human beings
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than there is any chance of happening in real life. In the real
2268 they will not be there and ‘jobs’ will be only about
social position and no significant production will be done by
humans. That soon leads to a society that will be too different
for me to understand. Many futuristic dramas will have come
true by then. The world of Mad Max is being played out in
Wyoming, Montana, Idaho and especially Utah about this
time and the Forbidden Zone is in northeastern Pennsylvania
and adjoining parts of New York state including the Catskills.
By setting this two hundred fifty years in the future I can
show societies with less segregation on the micro scale, and
what I hope it will lead to. It is my belief that whatever makes
it more likely that we know each other as individuals is what
will do the most to stop hate. Of course if working class white
males hadn’t been pushed down economically to the level of
African Americans by the rich stealing all our society’s
wealth, things wouldn’t have come to a head like they did in
2016.
Kansas has been changed much more than Hartford in this
story. The 20th century cities are gone in favor of isolated
farms, small towns and a much greater part of the economy
on-line than today. Most towns from our era are gone and
new tornado-proof ones have been built. I realize that climate
change will effect Kansas at least as much as the east coast.
I’ve never spent a winter there, I spent a fall and autumn near
Springfield Mo. in 1968. That particular fall in that particular
3

place was two or three weeks earlier than our average and had
a light frost before the first of October. The internal
combustion engine is still legal in the USA but infrequently
used because the last re-fracking for oil had already been
done. Brazil and Talstan are the only countries left with
significant oil reserves. Most vehicles are electric, any that
are enclosed and have four or more tires must be self driving
by law in both countries. That was passed in 2039 in USA and
2043 in Canada so many don’t even remember that cars once
had to be driven by hand like a bike or trike.
Hartford has changed little considering two hundred fifty
years have passed. There are now ‘hangers’ which are one or
two passenger capsules hanging from small tracks that are
suspended above the streets and highways. They travel
nonstop to a station of your choice anywhere in the system
and cost about ten cents a mile to ride. They are the main
means of personal transportation in most urban areas
worldwide. The city has grown much more slowly than in the
last two hundred years, even more slowly than it did from
1990 to today, barely more than doubling in population in two
and a half centuries. Many streets have been renamed instead
of changing name several times along their course as they do
now. About half of the major buildings mentioned in this
story already exist. Some have been re-purposed as part of the
Uconn downtown campus. I’ve assumed that climate change
will delay the start of fall a week or two by then, and raise
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winter temps about five degrees, mainly by making the warm
days more frequent. The September and October weather in
the story was exactly what we had in 2017 when this was first
typed, but that was warmer than average, by then it should be
average. The November and December weather in the story
are typical of today. The South Green neighborhood has been
changed by the addition of three more high rise condo and
apartment buildings and a few more businesses on the green.
There is a new plaza over the first block of Retreat and Maple
Avenues and new shops on the third floors of both the Maple
Ave side, and where the hospital power plant is today.
In some ways this is a repeat of the story of Alan and
Desa, which begins in 2271. In a sense it is the same two
cultures meeting, but with the important difference that Desa
is eternal and Keisha is African. My aim here is not to explore
the African experience and offer new insight into it. I’ve
known only a dozen or so well enough to know their
background, and their backgrounds differ more from each
other than they do from mine. Most of them were in the same
working class economic level I grew up in. The stereotype is
they grew up with a single mom who was an addict, etc. but I
know no such person myself. I’ve known two who grew up
with single moms but they were hard working and church
going, one of whom put her child thru catholic school in
Newark. I’ve known them from all over the country,
especially when I was in the service, but many I’ve known
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grew up in Blue Hills, where I lived for a few months. Most
African Americans I’ve known grew up with both parents.
I’ve known only one who grew up on welfare. It would be
silly for me to chronicle their experience when many of them
have chronicled their experience much more eloquently than I
could state my own, winning numerous literary prizes in the
process.
No, my aim is to chronicle the white experience of
knowing Africans as individuals because I believe that is the
best and surest way to end the hate. Darryl’s experience is not
one I’ve had because I knew them from kindergarten on, but
one I can easily imagine if I had been introduced to the reality
at that time, and was primed to have an open mind, as he was
when he left the USA.
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1. American Cars
On the Fourth of July everyone in the USA was expected
to be lining the parade route and Livrick Kansas was no
exception. We were all in our crew-cuts, collared shirts and
chino slacks. The women and girls all in their frilly blouses
and mid-calf skirts. For us men, the shirt must be red, white
or blue, or some combination thereof. Mine was white with
blue pinstripes, with a tiny red bow-tie and tiny fake rubies in
my cufflinks and collar buttons. It might not be the law, but
the deputy walking by would watch anyone disrespecting the
flag pretty carefully and usually find something to cost them
at least a fine if not an arrest.
I noticed a group of guys from out of town. Their bow ties
were much larger than the style here in Livrick, their hair was
slicked back and tapered and their shirts were all solid pastel
blue and tucked very carefully into their high-waistline
khakis. Their shirt pockets had thick wads of paperwork,
probably their birth certificates and carry permits and any
commendations they’d picked up along the way. Their eyewear was thick rimmed in a retro style with wires to the ear
buds and displays that were not at all subtle. They wore ID
buttons, as anyone from out of town must on the weekend of
the Fourth, but they wore them proudly on their red
suspenders. They each had a hip-holster and a big forty five
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in it. Two of them wore Saugers, one had a Smith and Wesson
and the other a Mousman Cm, the smallest and lightest .45
available in this country. It was Brazilian made and as such
was suspicious. The police watched them very carefully also,
especially when any women were nearby.
“Where do you think they’re from?” Deb asked.
“Probably Marshall,” I answered. It was a much bigger
town almost ten miles to the north.
“What would they be doing here?” she asked.
“Probably for the social, hoping some farmer will be lax
with his daughter.”
“Do you think they might have a running car?” she asked.
“They’d be at Rathman’s right now if they did.” Since the
first year of Livrick’s parade it always stepped off from
Rathman’s farm, the first out of town on the left, from the
first field he was using for grazing that year. “There’s always
cars from out of town, they might have come with it.”
“I know, my dad had an American car when he was
younger, he paraded all the way to Wolson and Hanly, north
almost to Marshall.”
“What did he have?”
“It wasn’t much, wasn’t even two hundred years old. An
LG I think or maybe a Salam. He took out the motor and
replaced it with an antique. It was a one sixteenth scale model
of an 1861 locomotive. It was actually made in China in
2060, so it was second hand when he got it. But it looked
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cool. He sawzalled it into the back seat and trunk and puddlewelded mounts that he drilled and tapped himself. It was
small but as outrageous as some of the best in the parade.”
“You’ve seen Cheess’s,” I asked.
“How many times?” she replied.
“His is a work all unto itself.” Cheess didn’t start with a
robot-built car, he started with some four by six timbers and
the wheels off a groundskeeper. His engine was a two
cylinder double acting steam engine that he built in high
school shop class and his burner took nothing but corncobs,
which Green Giant never missed from the pile at their power
plant.
“Not as much as Big Bob’s.”
“But he started with a robot-built mining truck,” I said.
He was the highlight of any Fourth of July, but I’d heard he
had gone all the way to Kaysee this year. I can’t see how he’d
get that thing there without taking out hundreds of power
lines on the way, but I don’t pay that much attention to
rumors, hardly more than what I see on a screen.
Few know that it is the screen which is the robot’s main
weapon against humanity. We never evolved a defense
against screens and projections. We know in our minds it isn’t
real, but our guts and glands know we saw it with our own
two eyes. Thus the system can make us believe anything it
wants us to and I sometimes worried that they had us
believing things that weren’t real.
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“Hey Darryl,” I heard Dan’s voice behind me. I turned
around, he was looking at me and Deb, looking around,
miming pointedly looking for her father.
“He’s at the beer tent,” I said, “filling up the stat sheet on
middle age drinking.”
Deb might not have liked that, but she knew it was true.
“He can see us from there,” she said.
“But he can’t hear us,” I said.
“But still, one could take you for her escort,” Dan said.
“He’ll win his Manhood this week,” she said proudly,
“he’s passed everything but combat.”
I didn’t want to say that passing the written and oral parts
of the Manhood tests was easy, I knew I’d sail thru those. In
combat, I was barely above wimp, and combat made up half
of the grade. I would have to win at least two of the four
rounds in each event. If I had a bad draw in boxing or
wrestling, I was done. Fencing and shooting I could hold my
own, and expected I’d win at least one of them. I just don’t
have the size and strength for the others however, and if I
needed to win either one, I had little chance. If I could get
thru even one or two bouts I’d be happy and might still have a
chance, even if I didn’t win.
My written/oral scores had been perfect on all but
Patriotism, I only got nine of ten on that, still good enough
that I wasn’t disqualified. I did good enough in politics,
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though I had a hard time pretending I meant the things I had
to say about the party. Still everyone felt the same way and
everyone had to lie to pass. I was glad there was no one to
administer the Piety tests this year, I might not have done
even as well as Patriotism.
“They’re holding that late this year,” he said. “Usually
they have it by the fourth.”
“It’s because graduation was late,” I said, though he knew
it as well as I did. There had been a blizzard in March that
closed the schools for three days.
“Did you pass geography?” Dan asked. “I couldn’t.”
Dan had a lock in wrestling, and would surely win that. I
would be out whenever I met him, if not before. He could
probably win boxing as well, and would meet me in the finals
at shooting. “They only asked one question,” I answered
about geography, “they asked me to write the names of all the
states.”
“Yeah, you can list all the states?” Dan asked.
“Sure.”
“Lets hear it,” he challenged.
“Texas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Arkansas, Kansas,
Missouri, Utah, Wyoming, Nebraska, Iowa, Idaho, Montana,
Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota, Alberta, Saskatchewan,
Manitoba, Alaska and Yukon.” From the gulf to the pole, I’d
had no problem with the geography quiz. I actually knew
quite a bit of the remainder of the globe, not just the three
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million square miles in the twenty United States.
“What about Mississippi and Alabama?” Deb asked. “I
thought they were good Christian states in the old United
States.”
“They’re in Old South,” I told her, “since the 2198 war.
It’s not like Laurentia there, yeah they have minorities, but
they’re kept in their place.” Old South had a segregated
society. Laurentia was legally color blind, there were interracial marriages, homosexual marriages, drink and drugs.
Guns were all but banned and cars were rare. People were
every color of the rainbow, every size and shape, I’d seen
photos. True, they came over the wire so they could very well
be fake, but it was said there were more nationalities in
Laurentia than on any other continent.
“I think I hear a car coming,” Deb said, looking down
Main Street toward Rathman’s.
We all looked that way, “It’s a steamer,” someone a block
down yelled. No surprise there.
“Cheess is leading,” someone even farther down the road
yelled.
We could even hear it chuffing this way, but less that a
minute later, before we could even see the plume of steam,
there was a loud bang and a shrill whistle. Only seconds later
a siren wailed and deputy Lathrop went hurtling by in his
Salam Lectrobolt4.1 Police special, speaking to his helmet
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mic. Salam no longer had a factory in the USA, but still sold
robot-built cars from Mexico and Laurentia in the USA.
“If that was Cheess,” Dan said, “it sounds like his boiler
blew.”
He made it from a two hundred year old barrel he found
in the woods. It was wrapped in plastic so it hadn’t rusted to
dust, but the seams were never meant to take even the low
pressure he had in his rig. Even though it was strapped and
braced with bands and angle iron he’d welded up, it was
bound to let go sooner or later. We looked down the street and
were drawn with the crowd in that direction. We could soon
hear a bullhorn, but couldn’t make out what was said.
The town fathers took the north end of the street, where
the parade came in. Old men, young men who hadn’t passed
Manhood yet, and people who drank took the blocks down
here. Main Street was only three blocks long in Livrick. The
middle block where we were standing held the feed store and
tractor barn on one side, the grocer on the other. The south
block had the hardware store, the bar, the police station with
firehouse in the basement, and the florist. The first block
where the good families stood held the bank and insurance
agent, the town hall with the school behind it, the doctor’s
office with lawyer’s office upstairs, and on the east side, the
church with parsonage behind. Right on the corner with First,
nestled between the two driveways into the church parking
lot, Peg’s Diner. There were forty one homes on the two cross
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streets and another seventeen on main street in and out of
town. My family’s was near the east end of Second where we
had a small garden and my father could walk to Hulmore’s,
where he was a hand.
There were more sirens, the fire truck went by. The fire
truck was the pride of Livrick, though it was bought with
county money. It had an on-board generator should the
battery run out, capable of running the truck til its fuel ran
out. It was always sparkling, shiny red with gold lettering,
Livrick Fire, all down the side, accented by elaborate
pinstriping in gold and white. There were eight big moonwheels, each with their own motor, and they could be
intelligently steered by the custom driver software. It was so
new and tight that we hardly heard it, except for the siren.
When we got to First Street, constable Ennis was there,
forbidding us from going farther. We took a right on First
Street with the intent of going around by the edge of
Hulmore’s corn field. It only takes a couple minutes to walk
the length of First, it was only five houses on the north side,
though they had big yards here. When we got to the fence, we
found the gate closed and locked. It hadn’t been closed in a
while, morning glory vines were ripped and tall grass and
weeds bent down. Normally Hulmore leaves these gates open
so his hands can walk to work, as Rathman does on the other
end of first.
“No doubt the deputy has an override on these gates,”
14

Dan said.
“Why would they do that?” Deb asked.
“They’re afraid we’ll get hurt,” I said.
“So they say,” Dan said.
Dan probably had trouble passing the Patriotism test. The
uninitiated might think it would just be simple to lie, but the
questions are subtle and cause moral dilemmas. Many
questions must be answered differently depending on whether
you are being tested for Patriotism or Piety. There was no
other rational reason for none of us to see what was
happening, there were plenty of other people who saw,
someone will tell us. It could be something so gross we don’t
want to see it.
We were about to walk back to the street when a big fourrotor from Wichita Corporate Hospital dropped out of the sky
onto the edge of the corn. Two EMT’s jumped out with a
stretcher and double-timed toward the street. We stayed and
watched. Down on Main we saw Hiam’s big boxcar loader
whine down the street. It was really meant for the freight yard
up in Marshall, but he always brought it down for the Fourth
in case of a mishap, in spite of the fact it took a full charge to
get home and that cost fifty bucks at residential rates.
Many of the parade cars had been kept going for up to
three hundred years. Gilmore’s 1953 Studebaker was the
oldest in town, a bit over three hundred. His drive train was
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usually the second oldest entrant in the parade, originally
manufactured by American men and women sometime in the
early twenty first century. The frame was elevated, it sported
forty two inch tires. The power train’s original seven liter
internal combustion block and pistons were still used,
converted to steam of course, driven from a boiler in an
outhouse that just fit where the trunk lid used to be. The
condenser was mounted on the roof and was longer and wider
than the original car, made of half inch copper tubing
salvaged from decaying twentieth century ruins.
It was a long time before the EMT’s came back and when
they did they were carrying Cheess. They recruited two
townspeople to help them, Cheess is not a slender man, he’s
over forty now and over two hundred pounds. We couldn’t
see what happened to him, but he was unconscious and his
clothing had already been removed and his body covered with
a shock-sheet. As soon as they had him loaded, they went
back, again at double time, and this time came with a woman
on the stretcher. I couldn’t see who she was, but she was still
dressed and conscious.
It was over an hour before the parade resumed. We found
out the woman was Mrs. Pierson, wife of the bank manager.
We heard Cheess was thrown twenty feet when his boiler
burst, and that his back might be broken. He had no money to
pay for that, so I felt bad for him. They would treat him and
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take what little he owned, the USA does not allow
freeloaders. We made our way back to the street in that hour
and met a few more of our friends from high school. There
were eighteen remaining in our class at the end of the year
and all but Carl graduated.
After awhile, but before the parade resumed, discussion
went back to the Manhood testing. Deb was a lot more sure of
my success than I was, and was excited that soon we could
officially date. She already had her eye on the Weston house,
figuring they would be the next to pass on. Jill Bailey said she
should have her eye on a farm, said I was smart and would
probably be richer than my parents. In the past she had
mentioned to others that she didn’t think I stood a chance at
combat, but said that the good side of it was that I could never
hurt Deb. I would never hurt Deb, or any other woman, or
any other man for that matter unless it was a matter of self
defense.
Lonnie’s 2150 police van was the first to come by. It was
probably one of the last robot-built cars to be made in the
USA. Old South and Mexico have the most robot factories in
North America, California and Laurentia also have robot
factories, but there has been no robot-built car in the USA
since 2161 or so. Maybe a few luxury brands went a few
more years, I wasn’t sure. Until 2204 the USA had tried to
satisfy the demand for cars with man-built alternatives. By
2220 the American built car was all but confined to Fourth of
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July parades.
His police van had been modified of course. The external
data screens had been taken off and replaced with collages of
impressive scenes from all over Kansas. They were not
screens but were stationary solid images that could not be
modified without paint and brushes. There was shaped,
polished and decorated wood trim around them, well
varnished and carved with flowers, deer and antelope. On the
roof he had a wooden rail, above that a tented awning, and his
family waving to the crowd. It was all immaculate
woodwork.
His wife fired roman candles as they drove by. He still
had the original electric motor working. The body of the van,
which should have held prisoners, held old fashioned
batteries connected by dozens of jumper cables. I knew that
because I had seen the car up close, that didn’t show in the
parade. His oldest was a frosh this year, he held big sparklers
aloft, letting their sparks reach nearly to the crowd. His
daughter and younger son just waved to the crowd.
Next up was Gilmore. The original car was built when the
USA was at the height of its power in the automotive
industry. The USA at the time was the only major country
where most of its economy was dependent on the automobile.
Only Brazil was close, but it didn’t have its own brands of
cars at the time, just local factories of global brands. The
Studebaker was a pastel turquoise and eggshell two tone. The
18

sheet metal was almost as thick as the drum Cheess used for
his boiler. Gilmore was at least eighty now, and his wife was
openly talking about taking the pill to Jesus any day. Gilmore
himself might find life rewarding for ten more years, not
many of his interests required a young body. That might have
a lot to do with why his wife was talking about the pill the
way she was.
The third machine was Ted’s. It was a long-box four door
dually built in the early 21st, just after the drive train in
Gilmore’s rig. He’d built a small house on top of it, with a
cordwood boiler inside, a big, black, crooked chimney
sticking out the side and a trailer with the wood stacked on it.
Big hoses lead out of the house to the hood, where they went
thru into the original block, much like in Gilmore’s rig.
We met a few people as the cars came by. It is all right to
chat as long as you respect each car with at least a wave and a
cheer. Some scream the whole time their family’s or their
favorite car passes. I have always respected the work put in
on these machines. For some, this one trip is a year-long labor
of love. All in all there were eleven cars that made it thru the
parade. The most extreme this year was by Bellows Manning,
a farmer six miles up the road toward Marshall. It was three
levels tall, and the whole family was on the top level. They
had a massively retro record and horn sound system playing
big-band and bee-bop. They were in rip-offs of period
costume, but much skimpier than three centuries ago. They
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were swinging and swaying on the roof and the whole rig was
swaying with them. They seemed to know just what they
could get away with on that suspension, and it never did
actually topple onto anyone. The house was all fanciful
gingerbread, at least twenty by ten feet. They had a bar on the
roof and all sat on stools at it, except for the bartender in the
middle, who was also driving. It was entertaining, and good
that it was from out of town. No one in Livrick would quite
show that image, even in jest, because there were children
lining the parade route.
There is some parade after the cars, The mayor and his
secretary, traditionally last year’s harvest queen, unless she’d
rather face prison than the molestation, then the scout troops,
The veterans of ‘98, most being pushed in wheel chairs now,
then the fire truck coming back, and lastly Chester and his
trained dogs. We strolled slowly toward Second as those
groups passed. We talked about the tests. Frankly I was tired
of it. Yes, I admit it, I was scared. There is nothing as
important in a mortal life. Will you be able to reproduce or
not? That is what it gets down to. If I failed to become a man,
I could not marry or own property, or vote. Those
responsibilities were for men only in the USA of 2268. His
family could, and should influence his vote, but in the end the
man of the house is the one responsible.
To win manhood you have to be both smart and strong. So
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you had to have both, not one or the other. If you were
female, there was no test. If you had a womb, you were
allowed, in fact strongly encouraged, to reproduce. I thought
it was unfair that boys should be tested and not girls. But then
if girls were tested, it was quite likely that Deb would not
pass either. She couldn’t do as well as me on the written/oral
and would stand no chance in combat even against other girls,
unless, possibly, if boob battery were an event.
If I couldn’t pass, I would wind up in a bunk house
somewhere on a big farm. There would probably be more
than one in a room so even masturbation would be
problematic. Seeking a prostitute was almost as great a crime
as being one in the USA today. I had never known what it was
like, and if I lost, there was a good chance I never would.
By the time Hiam brought that boxcar loader back to his
place on the south side of town, we were sure the parade was
over. He would have to drive it thru town in the morning on
his way back to Marshall. All the time we were there Jill was
pretty flirty with winks and sways and smoothing of her skirt
that showed the shape inside it, and how small her panties
were underneath it. Deb stared daggers at her and I did my
best not to watch. If Sam ever heard that I watched her I
could expect a punch in the face next time I saw him and if
Deb caught me watching her I could expect one now.
We separated to go to our respective suppers. I met my
parents who were coming back from the bleachers that were
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set up in the tractor dealer’s parking lot for the occasion.
Most of the working class older parents and many of the
grandchildren sat up there. Young parents with babies and
toddlers lined the streets, older children circulated behind
them. Cops hung behind the grandstand looking for older
children and teens who thought they could hide back there
and not have to wave and cheer for the people in the cars.
Thru middle school I was one of the kids that stood along the
curb in front of the bleachers cheering the loudest. I was
hoarse after the parade in those years.
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2. The Social
On the evening of the Fourth, on the lawn in front of the
town hall is the annual social. This consists of various
amateur musicians starting with the elementary school band
and progressing to a semi-retired quartet dedicated to keeping
Barber Shop a vital musical tradition. They had been the
feature act til ‘59, and still did a song or two between the
elementary school band and the high school band. The
ballroom dancing usually started with the high school band
and they almost always started with ‘Blue Danube’
Dress wasn’t as formal as the Prom, but this included live
performances so dressing up was required. Luckily, I had a
grandfather who was my size and had tastes that were back in
style again. The feature this year would probably be a combo
by the three or four guys in town who had worked as
musicians and they would be doing old favorites, heavy on
slow country using piano, three piece brushed drum kit and a
pedal steel guitar.
Everyone in town with a picnic table and a truck to get it
there, brought it to the green for the social, but there still
weren’t enough to go around. There were folding chairs set
up for those who wanted to watch the band, and a plywood
dance floor set up in front of them. I looked around for Deb
and her dad. Her mother never left the house, she had a
23

phobia, and thus her dad was always out alone, or with Deb.
There was a beer tent, but Deputy Lathrop was right there and
he knew who’s achieved Manhood and who hasn’t. Her dad
wasn’t there, meaning Deb wasn’t here yet. I saw the four
guys from out of town eying the beer tent and the deputy.
They were right next to where I was standing, so I could
tell them, “Don’t bother, it’s men only.”
“I’m of age,” the closest one said.
“You got your Manhood?” I asked. He didn’t look like it.
He didn’t look like he was three years older than me either.
He gave a nod toward the greaser look, but was more dweeb
than anything to my eye.
He only grunted, I knew that was a ‘No’.
“What about dances,” the guy on the far side of him
asked.
“It’s up to her husband or father,” I said.
“What are we doing here?” the third one asked.
“Drinking soda and watching porky girls,” the one on the
end said.
The closest one turned to me and asked in a low voice,
“Hey kid, do you know anyone with any stuff?”
He might be three years older than me, but I was two
inches taller, twenty pounds heavier and thirty percent firmer
than him. If I met this guy in Combat I would sail, even in
boxing and wrestling. I didn’t rise to it though, after all, I still
hoped to get my Manhood soon, I had to be more mature than
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that. “What kind of stuff?” I asked him in a regular voice.
“Shh, easy with the tone man. Like smokeable stuff?
We’re keen to take a nature walk.”
I took awhile to process what he was asking. Tobacco had
been outlawed since the war. There was still some smuggled
over the river, but no one had ever smelled it in Livrick. “If
you find any tobacco you better take a pretty long nature walk
because the law around here has a sensitive nose,” I told him
in a low enough voice that no one else would hear it.
He made a wry face, turned and tapped the next guy on
the shoulder and shook his head.
I scanned the crowd, still no sign of Deb, but Jill came in
with her mom and little sister. I saw her say something to her
mom and head my way. Her mom sent her sister after her.
“Where’s Sam?” I asked.
“The cows don’t take holidays, he’s going to be busy with
the second milking for another hour, then have his supper.
Where’s Deb?”
“Not here yet.”
“I’ll call her,” she said.
I was one of the few in town that couldn’t afford a phone
of my own, and I refused to take a free phone because of the
constant advertising. It was bad enough on a pay phone, but
on a free phone you had to listen thru three commercials
before you could make a call or send a message. Meanwhile I
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noticed that the four guys from out of town were sure getting
an eye full of Jill. Not that everyone doesn’t, she’s long, lean
and blond, and her skirt was pretty sheer so you could see her
silhouette thru it when the light was right. She’s not flat, but
not top heavy either. Her face is rather plain and simple, but
her complexion is flawless and smooth.
Deb apparently answered. “Deb, where are you? You
coming to the social?”
There was a pause, Deb was talking but I couldn’t hear a
trace of that with all the noise here. “Can’t you get him up?”
she asked.
More pause then, “Bummer. No need to ask about your
mom.” By now Jill noticed that the those guys were scanning
her and frowned.
Meanwhile Deb was talking to her. “One of those huh?”
More from Deb, then, “Sorry to hear that. Darryl’s here
missing you.”
Deb said more, Jill passed me her phone. “Hi,” I said,
“I’m guessing you’re stuck home?”
She sighed loudly, “Dad’s down on the couch in front of
the ball game and it’s only the fifth inning. My mom’s having
a spell and she’s all scared of us going out there after dark.”
“It’s not dark yet?”
“It will be when the game’s over. She’s really scared to be
home alone after dark. Don’t forget, she was a little kid near
Memphis during the ‘29 uprising.”
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“I know, I’m sorry, give her my regards. If it’s any help,
there are no Africans in the USA, much less Kansas.”
“No amount of data helps. She was broken there, it’s
amazing she’s held up so well all these years, though dad says
it was always harder than I knew.”
“He’s probably right.”
“She used to go out, when I was little.”
“Watching the game’s not so bad.”
“Mom’s got her own screen out now anyway. I might start
on my summer reading.”
I wasn’t happy with her going to Marshall State for two
years. If I got my Manhood, I’d try to marry her this summer
so she could have a ring on when she went. Even if her vet
tech classes were almost all girls, she would be out without an
escort while on campus, and her figure would draw plenty of
attention.
“You have a good evening,” I told her.
“Yeah,” she sighed. “You have fun at the social, but not
too much.”
“Yeah,” I half imitated her sigh. “Those guys from out of
town hit me up for tobacco,” I said. “But I think Jill wants her
phone back.” She had asked those guys if they were taking
pictures, then spoke softer while I spoke with Deb.
As soon as I gave her the phone she dialed a number. It
picked up, relatively soon. “Hey Morrone, it’s Jill. I’m just
wondering if you’re coming down to the social. There’s some
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guys here from Hanly who’d like to meet you.”
“I’ll ask.” she said to Morrone, then to the out-of-towners
she said, “How long are you staying?”
“Our ride’s at 10:30.”
That must be the short bus. I was rather surprised she was
talking to Morrone. He was one of the hands Sam supervised
at Greenwell’s. It was a pretty long pause before he came
back on.
She told the guys, “He’s not sure if he can make it by
then, he’s tied up with a problem at work right now.”
Jill stayed as long as she could but a couple more of her
friends came over and they drifted toward the stage. The old
timers were on now, and other old timers were standing on
the dance floor bobbing up and down in the only dancing
many of them could do, even with their canes. Ruth and
Ellison Weston were there, probably their only social
occasion in the year. He’s got to be over ninety now, and
everyone wonders if he’s ever taking the Jesus pill or is he
going to wait for a personal invitation. Ruth is in generally
better health, but too fat to move fast or far and too deaf to
converse with. She’s the daughter of his first wife, but not by
him, conceived in sin when her mother was in school. Their
marriage when she was twenty eight and he was forty seven
had shouldered the gossip load for the town in the 20’s.
Blake found me soon after I refilled my punch cup.
28

“What’s new?” I asked. Blake’s poor at book learning but fine
at conversation.
“I’ve made up my mind, I’m going to ascend.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. He had fallen prey to the
lure of the Christial Church, telling you they have a better life
for you in Heaven. It was really a server farm on New Dallas
or Ceres, those facts were well known, the Christial Church
did not deny it and offered ascension to their server farms to
all who could afford it. It was a procedure that cost about a
year’s pay.
“Why be sorry? It’s a better life. I can have magic. I can
have the body I want,” but not the brain he needs, “the
education I want. Life is pretty much free.”
“It’s animation, three of the four largest reincarnators are
virtual reality companies.”
“And the biggest reincarnator is the Christial Church.”
“Is that right?” I asked.
“This year, this just out.”
“Your parents are letting you?”
“They’re coming,” he said, “the house is up for sale.”
“They’re going up?” I asked. More of the simulates
wound up on New Dallas than ever made it to Ceres. Ceres
was little more than starfleet, what they called the Pan Solar
League. They are just a breakaway offshoot of the USA,
while New Dallas remains a city-state in the USA. At times it
can seem more like New Dallas is the capital rather than
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Dallas itself. There is room for thirty thousand biological
humans on New Dallas at this time, an unknown number of
simulates or ‘Angels’ as the Christials called them. They were
reincarnations in silicon, but they were still voting citizens of
the United States if they had their Manhood before they
ascended.
“Yeah, we’re all going. We’re going to take a trip first, a
big trip. We’re selling our house, I think I mentioned that, for
one fifteen. We can take the river to New Orleans, then a
cruise to Houston and then a train from there all the way thru
Dallas and Ohsee and Wichita, Kaysee, Demoin,
Minneapolis, Winnipeg, Dawson, Fairbanks and Anchorage.
And... we won’t have to pay to come home, ‘cause we can
ascend from there!”
“Sounds like fun!” I said in response. Personally, I wasn’t
convinced. Freeze me in liquid nitrogen and atom slice my
brain to make data to put into a simulation program and call it
me? I wasn’t buying that. Oh I didn’t dispute that the copy
was made and that the copy worked. I was just sure that
wasn’t capturing my soul, but copying my personality. No
more than what you can do with a sufficiently sophisticated
language if you were a programmer and knew me very well.
You could probably get to know me well enough by just
hacking all my data. I really didn’t have a problem with the
Christials making a copy of me to live in their simulated
heaven after I was gone. It was like donating my body to
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science. But I wasn’t giving up good years of my God-given
mortal life to get to that now.
“So why did you decide this?” I asked.
“Because you can have your own universe, of which you
are god. I don’t want my own universe, at least at first, but
you can share with as many people as want to and there is a
whole America up there in heaven that we can share with as
many people as we want. Everyone’s got Manhoood and as
many wives as we want. They have it so everyone gets to
arrange their own street and all your neighbors’ houses so you
might be next door to me in my world, but seven houses
down in someone else’s. They allow teleportation to level
ones in that universe so that’s what anyone does anyway and
the streets are mostly empty.”
“Have you seen it?”
“Video,” he said.
“How real does it look.”
“As real as my screens can display. Using my screens I
can’t tell if it’s a Christial world, or God’s original.”
“That’s not a lot of data.”
“They say every sense is simulated to the limits of my
mind’s perception in every parameter that can be measured.”
I wasn’t convinced, no matter what he said. I felt what
they did was a copy and I wasn’t falling for it. God gave me
this life and I aim to treasure every minute God gave me and
fight for more. “That’s good,” I told him.
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It was true that if he went into combat and won every
event he could still win his Manhood, because he scored far
from zero on his written/orals, but he was in the lowest
quarter, and his physical skills were worse than his mental. I
didn’t know how their long term prospects would be up there,
but they weren’t very good down here.
Still voluntary ascension is draining the population. The
USA does all it can to assure as much reproduction as
possible among wedded couples, but the USA is still losing
mortal population. But the Angels can still vote so it has
proven impossible to pass a law banning voluntary ascension
to women of childbearing years. Right now there are only a
hundred eighty six million mortal Americans and only a fifth
of them have Manhood.
By the time the high school dance band came on, the
crowd was at its thickest. A lot of couples came, and a few
came over and chatted. They were mainly girls who had been
in my class and guys who had graduated and gotten their
Manhood a year or two ago. Ray and Leslie came with their
baby who was only seven months old. Leslie had finished her
Junior year, though there were some who said she was
beginning to show. I hadn’t been able to tell, but I only had
eyes for Deb even then. Deb went thru the change in eighth
grade and went thru it spectacularly. I had been in love with
her since she first took my arm in hers and only part of that
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appeal was her magnificent figure.
One of the guys from out of town had asked a couple girls
to dance, but had been shoo’d off by her father in every case.
They never went for a walk, but left well before 10:30. I don’t
think they found any tobacco, they didn’t get any beer and
they didn’t get to talk to any girl much more than Jill. I was
sure they’d found little to recommend a trip back here to
Livrick and I’m sure that’s how everyone here wanted it.
Jill came back by, without her sister this time and got a
little too close I thought. I wondered if she was really trying
to come between me and Deb. I was very glad I was fending
her off when Sam came up behind us.
“Sam!” she said, “I’m so glad you could finally make it!”
she tried to take him in a hug. He held back a bit because her
mother was watching with a frown.
“The milker went down halfway thru, I had to have the
guys finish the milking by hand and Morrone had never done
it before. Besides that he spent a lot of time with his phone. I
was on the phone with tech support for almost an hour trying
to get some help with that suction manifold valve, once I
finally figured out what was wrong. I had to wear out the
robots and when I finally got a human I could hardly
understand the guy. Their engineering center is in Montreal!”
That’s way east in Laurentia. “To top it off, that Frog had to
make remarks about my English.”
“Since nobody knows what language anyone else is
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speaking in Laurentia, they have to enunciate very carefully,”
Jill said. “But it’s over and you’re here. We can still get a few
dances in.”
“Yeah, okay,” he said. “I guess I got to go,” he said to me,
“Catch you later, and if I don’t, good luck on your Manhood.”
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3. Combat
The trials of Manhood are designed to admit one in four.
Three of each four would remain boys, would not be allowed
to court women, marry, own property or vote. They wound up
as the seasonal labor at farms, slopping in kitchens or moving
to a city and trying to get a menial job. But it wasn’t the work
that drove me to apply myself as hard as I did in the trials, it
was the thought of losing Deb. We had been talking since the
first day of high school. I knew she had no eyes for anyone
else, and truthfully, I didn’t either. Oh sure I noticed which
girls were pretty, especially if we went up to Marshall, but she
was mine and I was hers. That was the way of the bible, the
way of my family, and the way in hers, even though her father
was fond of his beer and might have three cups on a special
day like the Fourth.
I knew four of the guys in the class had no need to
contend. They had no chance on the written-orals. It was even
rumored that Blake had some African in his family tree to
make him that dumb. So there were twelve of us going into
Combat.
I hadn’t done as well as I hoped the first two days. I came
in second to Doug in shooting, and a surprise third in fencing.
I really thought I could win that but Corky had beaten me on
points if not on style, and kept me out of the finals. I should
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have taken him a lot more seriously. I took the third place
match easily, even though I had less rest than Jack and even
though Jack was much bigger and stronger. Even so, I now
had to win wrestling or boxing to get thru. I was pretty
worried already. Shooting was all done on a Monday and
fencing matches were held two a day, but it would be the next
day before wrestling would begin, and matches would be held
every other day. There were still seven of us with a chance,
but they brought in Clark so Adam could have an opponent
and there would be three days of matches, four matches
would be held on Friday, two on Monday and the finals next
Wednesday, the 15th.
Friday dawned blisteringly hot and the school’s AC could
not keep up. My match with Casey was first. Casey and I are
good friends, his dad’s taken us fishing up on the reservoir. I
don’t have a rod of my own, but his dad has three old ones
and I always used one of those. Since I’d turned sixteen and I
had to buy a license that had stopped, but it was over two
years ago.
There were a fair amount of spectators for wrestling. I
knew Deb would be there with her dad, and maybe a couple
of his friends if their kids wanted to go. My parents would be
there with my sister Ginny. Dan was wrestling Jimmy at
10:30, but they’d probably be here to see our match, they
were friends with both of us.
We changed in the locker room, while we did Casey
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asked, “Did you hear Talstan’s gone into western Siberia?”
“No,” I said. I was interested in the countries that
bordered us, but not all the bloodshed on that side of the
world. It was seventy years since war in North America. Let
Brazil, Europe and Laurentia worry about the rest of the
world, we were safe within our own borders.
“They’re hardly meeting any resistance, they’ve taken
five hundred miles on the first day.”
“They’ll find resistance once the population learns they
have to convert to Islam.”
“They’re planning huge settlements. Millions will be
moving in behind them,” he said as he put his trunks over his
boxers.
“I’m glad we’re here,” I said. I had my trunks on now,
pulled on the sleeveless jersey with my number on it. I had
chosen twelve, even though it was a very common number.
His was twenty two. The even numbers all went first, no one
wanted to be considered odd. You kept your number all thru
school, and it was the same for every event. Every number
was retired for three years before it could be chosen again.
I put my hand on Casey’s shoulder as we were about to go
out. “Listen, I know we both need this and until this is over
we can’t be friends, but I want to be friends again when this is
over.” Whoever lost this had no chance of getting enough
points to win manhood. The winner still had a wisp of a
chance.
37

“Of course,” he said, “but you’re right, we both do need
this. I’m not going to fight dirty though, because I know you
won’t either.”
“Of course I won’t fight dirty, not with a friend.”
“But for now, you’re right, we can’t be friends, but we
will fight clean.”
The ring is set up in front of the bleachers. There’s mats
and ropes. We get helmets, gloves that prevent fingernail
scratching and go to our corners. The people I thought would
be there were, though my dad was technically at work
because he had his phone out talking to guys at the farm.
Casey’s brothers were there. There were four Riddick
brothers, Casey was the youngest, the oldest was twenty four.
His mother did a woman’s patriotic duty for eight years, then
her husband left them and they had to move into the
bunkhouse. Now they all lived on Hulmore’s farm with their
mother, who was a hand in the seedling barn. The four
brothers shared one hand’s room in the bunkhouse, right
across the hall from their mother.
There were formalities. There had to be an EMT present
and he was late. We waited almost fifteen minutes, in our
respective corners, alternately lounging on the stool and
staying loose on the floor and ropes. When at last the grey
uniform strode into the room, the crowd of seventeen
cheered. He had to get settled, open a bag, log in, talk to the
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ref a few minutes and talk on his phone for two more before
we could actually begin.
We get points for throws, holds and escapes. A pin ends
the match, as does amassing thirty six points. The bell rang
and we charged from our corners and circled, weaving and
feinting towards a few holds. It scores more points to just go
for it in spite of his defense. We can each defend, but no
points are scored til someone gets a hold or throw. So I
lunged in, made a grab and it was on. All strategy, form and
formality went out the window, we just grappled, mainly on
the mat, one or the other of us getting to our feet for a split
second now and then. I didn’t know how they were going to
score it, we were just kids struggling. We each got thrown on
our back more than once, but neither could get a pin. In just a
couple minutes I was so exhausted I thought I was going to
black out but then I heard the whistle.
We separated but didn’t get up. We looked at each other
but did not speak. The ref took the mic and announced.
“Darryl Henderson has won the match, thirty six to thirty
four. Congratulations to both of you, that was one of the
hardest fought matches we have ever seen in Livrick.”
He wanted to hold my hand up, but I couldn’t get off the
ground. My heart was beating so hard it hurt. I looked to
Casey, wheezed out, “I’m sorry,” then had to gasp some
more, “I really am.”
He just waved his hand. The EMT got up and looked at
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us, “Do either of you need help?”
I shook my head, gasped, “Just give me a minute.”
Casey nodded his agreement with that.
Back in the locker room I apologized again.
“It’s the way life is,” he said, “At least now I don’t have
to box. You’ve got two more matches and then boxing.”
“I’m eliminated if I lose the next,” I said.
“Then I’ll probably see you in the bunkhouse, unless your
folks will still put you up?”
“You’re going to stay there at Hulmore’s?” I asked.
“I guess, what else would I do?”
“Amos went to Old South.”
“Nah,” he said. “I’m not going to desert my country. I
admit I’m too weak to be a man, same as my brothers. If it
was two out of four I’d have made it, we all would have.”
“Then there would be too many chiefs,” I said.
“I know,” he said, “so we’ll just be workers, we can
contribute that way.”
“You don’t care about children?” I asked.
“Not as much as you do. It’s a lot of responsibility, that’s
why only the best men get to father them. You’re staying for
the rest of the matches aren’t you?”
“Yeah, I want to know who I meet next.”
“We get the winner of Clark and Adam, and since Clark
can’t win his Manhood, even if he wins the championship,
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I’m guessing it will be Adam. Clark will probably let him pin
him in half a minute.”
“Clark’s too nasty to do that.” He was a strong boy, but a
greaser, with hair long enough to slick down. He was the son
of a farmer two miles out of town, beyond Greenwell’s. He
knew he was privileged and flaunted it. He was stupid
however, and lazy besides. He got plenty of extra help with
his written/orals but still didn’t score enough to win his
Manhood no matter what he did in the remainder of combat
because he did poorly in shooting and fencing.
Dan’s match was next. My folks, Deb and her dad all left,
but the families of these contestants came in, and there were
twenty in the crowd now including me and Casey. Dan was
the best athlete among my friends and probably the second
best in our class, after Jack. His match was little over a
minute, he won it with a pin.
Clark and Adam didn’t meet til after lunch. I walked
home for it, came back in plenty of time. It was sad that Clark
had thirty one people here for it. It seemed his father had
brought the whole staff of the farm and they filled two rows
in the bleachers. I had to sit behind them. Dan was the only
one who sat with me. Five of the hands on his farm were
women and one of them was Jimmy’s mother.
Jack and his posse sat at the other end of the fourth row.
They would be supporting Clark also. Dan and I were
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probably Adam’s only supporters in this crowd. Clark fought
like an ape. Adam’s first three points were from Clark’s fouls.
That made it five to three, as close as Adam ever got. He
never got pinned, and got a few more points for escapes.
Everyone here was roaring, and the farmer who fathered him
by his third wife bellowing the loudest of all, mainly at every
point the ref awarded Adam.
Adam was hurting from the fouls, but clearly a better
wrestler. If their strength had been even close, Adam certainly
would have won, but as it was he only got to seventeen by the
time Clark won. The crowd was loud when he did, and we got
pushed a few times in their celebration, but nothing that did
any damage other than to our town ego. It had been farm boy
vs. townie in this match, and the farm boys were celebrating.
I would face Clark next, on Monday. No doubt his father
would bring the cheering section. I would have rather faced
Adam, we weren’t close but we weren’t enemies. Clark is one
of the few in the class that drove me to penance because my
feelings for him are a sin.
Jack’s match was last, and Dan stayed because he would
face him next. We weren’t friends with Jack either, but we
didn’t detest him like Clark. He faced Perry, a kid from a
farm three miles toward Wolson that I barely knew, but one
he seemed to know. They flipped and flopped til Perry had
amassed thirty one points to Jack’s twenty four, then Jack
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promptly pinned him. We noted that Perry needed thirty
points to keep from being eliminated.
Dan also lived on Second, we walked together for a ways.
“We’ve got to train hard this weekend,” he said.
“And get our rest and nutrition.”
“What do you think of Clark?” he asked.
“I just watched him fight dirty, I feel really bad for Adam.
I’ll be ready for that.”
“You can request a disqualification if it continues.”
“Good to know,” I said. I’d have to ask the ref about that.
“Adam didn’t know, and I didn’t know to tell him.”
“Yeah, it’s in the rule book, we never went over it in class
but after three fouls you can claim it’s deliberate and request
a disqualification. If he commits two more fouls after that
request, the disqualification will be granted.”
“I’ll have to remember that,” I said.
“The ref’s going to have it in for them already with all the
abuse he took from them in the first bout.”
We separated at his driveway. It was five more houses to
mine. There are three times as many houses on Second as
First. The lots are much smaller, and it’s a little bit longer. I
knew they would say I was chicken if I invoked that
disqualification rule on Clark. Would I rather be disparaged
and have a life with Deb, or be forgotten in a barracks
somewhere? If I had a town job it would probably be via
remote log-in. Half the local residents brought money to the
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town that way. Three guys from last year’s class were
supporting themselves and their parents with call center jobs.
It was dirty work, because you got paid for nothing more than
taking abuse from customers who thought they were cheated,
but you were in your own home and had the right, no duty, to
raise a family.
I could use the house number, and I had permission to use
it to call Deb’s phone, which I did after dinner. I usually
patched it to my wall screen and watched it from the bed with
my back against the wall. I had less privileges than my
parents did on this number, and they each had their own
phone also. So it wasn’t like having my own line, and it
wasn’t portable, but when I was home I could contact a great
deal of the world. My parents could listen to the recording of
every call I made. Instead they had it scanned for keywords
and only recorded it if they were found. I learned that when
they left a phone on the counter logged in to the master panel
of my house phone app. I didn’t make any mods except to set
a timer that their parental controls on this system would
expire when I reached majority.
“Hi,” she answered, “I heard you won! You’re in the
semi’s!”
“Yeah, Monday I have another match, against Clark.”
“Oh you’ll pin him in a minute,” she said.
“He’s slippery, and stronger then me. I’ll have to get him
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on points.”
“Clark’s not stronger than you, and he’s slow as a
grandfather.”
“Your opinion is biased,” I said. “I’m going to need divine
help on this.”
“No you’re not. Are you trying to chicken out?”
“Of course not.”
“You better not. This is the quest for the ring, this is
giving birth to all your children at once. This is the axle on
which our lives will turn. We’ve known that since we were
frosh. You can’t give up now!”
They had first made their plans then hadn’t they? At least
Deb did. It was just a fun game then. “I’m not giving up.”
“You’re mouthing defeatist lies. You’re as strong as you
think you are. You don’t need to listen to what other kids
think about how strong you are, you’re as strong as you think
you are.”
How I wished that was true, I’d think I was as strong as
that boxcar loader that had carried the wreckage of Cheess’s
car back to the barn where he kept it. He’d be out of the
hospital in a week or so, he could see if he could get any
marketable scrap out of it once he was up and about.
We didn’t hang up right away after that, but the rest of the
conversation is private. We knew which keywords to
euphemize. I wondered if phone sex was really a sin?
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Monday came too soon. I wasn’t really rested enough. I
went to bed on time but was up with the first rooster in Hanly.
I was real careful with breakfast, lasting energy, low bulk,
easily digested. I did a protein shake, some fruit-nut bars and
a big glass of Brazilian orange juice. I sat in the kitchen and
watched the dawn while I ate it. It would be completely
digested by the time the match started at 10:30. At six I did a
few stretches, and then lay loose while the rest of the family
had breakfast. Ginny talked to me about the upcoming match,
laying even more responsibility at my feet.
I went to the gym early. I didn’t want to be in the locker
room with Clark. It was bad enough I had to do it thru four
years of gym class. Not that he really singled me out, I was
too far back in the shadows. He was disdainful of anyone who
might dare step in his path. I was changed and in the ring
before the janitor was done setting up the tables for the ref
and EMT. The gym teacher was there, and maybe a little
suspicious that I was there so early. I sat in my corner, did
some more stretches, some shakes, knee bends, things like
that, just to stay warm and loose.
My family came in before the ref or EMT showed up.
Dad came to the ringside and we sat and chatted until the ref
showed up. “No more coaching,” he said.
“His opponent may still be getting coaching,” my dad
mentioned as he went back to the bleachers.
Soon after that Deb and her father showed up. Her father
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was a legal review officer for Genagra, probably the most
powerful corporation in the USA today. He didn’t have any
set schedule but had to be available by phone from eight to
eight every day. He was on the phone as they walked in,
talking about water rights and responsibilities under
Oklahoma law as they got to the bleachers. There was still no
sign of Clark, his father or all the farmhands.
About the time the match was scheduled to start, a few of
the hands from his farm showed up, looking unsure of
themselves but coming in and taking a seat. I heard one ask
the gym teacher if the match had been canceled. He got a
shrug and a shaken head.
The EMT was late again, but he got here just before the
whole farm filed in again and took up rows three and four in
the bleachers this time. It was obvious they weren’t going to
sit on bleachers contaminated with townies. They weren’t
anywhere near as boisterous as they were last time. I was glad
they seemed to take me as a more credible threat than Adam.
I wasn’t sure I was, I thought this match would be touch and
go from the bell if I was matched with Adam.
It was another ten minutes before Clark came out of the
locker room. He looked terrible, he must have caught a bug
over the weekend. That was great in a way, I’d have a chance
if he was hampered by a high fever. The bad news was, I’d
probably catch it and be under its attack just when I’d have to
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wrestle the finals.
The ref read us the rules as we got in our corners, the bell
sounded, we stalked forward, but his stalk looked a little
unsteady. I should probably have some pity on a guy who was
ill, but I needed this too badly. If I had an advantage I was
going to press it as soon as I could so I lunged forward,
crouched and grabbed for his knee. He didn’t dodge in time
like he surely would if he was well. I was able to lift with my
legs, get him in the air and body slam him toward his corner
and fall on top of him.
He instantly started to vomit, while he was flat on his
back, and started to gurgle. The EMT was in the air as soon as
he started to vomit, he tossed me out of the way like I was a
piece of tissue paper and had Clark on his side in very nearly
one continuous motion. He gushed and snorted, the EMT held
him til he stopped heaving, then used the ref’s towel to wipe
him down.
“This competitor is disqualified,” the EMT said. “He’s far
too hung over to engage in strenuous physical activity. He
could have drowned in his own vomit and died, I’ve seen it
happen three times myself. I’m glad to be here for this one.”
“Hung over?” the ref stood up and looked at the father,
sitting in the center of all his people. The gym teacher got up
and stood beside him.
“Hung over?” the farm owner said to the two hands who
had come in earlier.
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“After you sent him to bed, he insisted he’d be better off
if he just maintained until the match started,” one of them
said.
Even the people who’d come for me were too stunned to
make a sound. It wasn’t til the ref held up my hand and
announced I was the winner by a pin that Ginny started
cheering, then everyone else did. It became townies against
farm boys once again, but this time the townies got the last
laugh. I was proud of the fact that our cheers were more
wholesome than theirs had been, but we were outnumbered
almost two to one.
But that meant I would meet Dan in the wrestling
championship of Combat in 2268. Getting to that was
outstanding for me. If Clark hadn’t thought Sunday was
Saturday, I might be all but out of contention. As it was, I
didn’t have to actually win to qualify for boxing, but I had to
come damn close to get ahead of Perry. He was still ahead of
me right now, I needed to score well in this bout or he would
advance into boxing even though he lost. As it was now, Dan
could win his Manhood if he won wrestling without having to
box. If I won, we would both advance into boxing, Perry and
Henry would be out of boxing, and there would only be three
Manhoods granted this year out of Livrick school.
I got to call Deb on Tuesday, “I like Dan, I wish I didn’t
have to fight him.” I said.
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“He had better let you thru,” she said.
“He can’t do that, he needs his Manhood too. If he
qualifies for Manhood in wrestling, there will be four
Manhoods granted and I might still have a chance. If he
doesn’t, there will be only one decided by boxing, and you
know I don’t have a chance in that.”
“There you go defeating yourself again. What are you
doing during the sermons? You don’t believe in the power of
positive thinking do you?”
I knew that muscle size, practice, and such physical
realities entered into it at least as much as mental attitude, and
my opponents would go in confident that they could prevail.
“For every one of those rags-to-riches positive thinking
entrepreneurs, there are a thousand who have lost everything
believing in their dreams. Hulmore’s bunkhouse is full of
them.”
“Don’t defeat yourself. It’s all or nothing. This is our lives
you’re fighting for.”
“I know that.”
“It may involve a certain amount of pain is what I’m
trying to say. Those children we’re going to have will involve
a certain amount of pain on my part. I’m willing to endure
that for them.”
“I understand. I’m not going to fight dirty though.”
Wednesday came slowly, but once we got started in the
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ring, I was outside myself, keeping up with Dan. I thought he
was taking me to school more than the gym teacher did. I was
so focused on the holds, getting clean holds. We each had a
foul, I know mine was accidental and I’m sure his was too,
but that was still a clean bout. I found I could remember a lot
of the more obscure holds and use them, but got a lot of them
used on me also. We were able to roll to our feet a few times
and come back at each other, he was two to one in take
downs. We did some rolling take downs but no body slams. I
don’t think he really tried for a pin and I still feel guilty about
that.
I was behind by three when he reached thirty, got it down
to two when I got to twenty eight. From there on I only got
three more points by the time he won. I collapsed. I needed
thirty to get ahead of Perry, I had thirty one.
We both lay on the floor, he got his shoulders up first, I
rolled over and sat up, panting hard. He got a knee under him
and got to his hands and a knee. Jimmy took my hands and
pulled me up. Dan got up, gasped over to me, patted me on
the shoulder, tried to say something, couldn’t. The ref raised
Dan’s hand, Dan raised mine. The town clerk was there with
her phone to snap a picture that was soon posted on the town
website with the caption: Thrilling wrestling final in Livrick
Combined School Auditorium as Dan Larabee wins his
Manhood and Combat reaches its final round.
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So I would have to enter boxing. If I had won shooting or
fencing and scored what I did in wrestling, I wouldn’t have to
box. Now I had to win it. Henry, Perry, Jack and I had to box
for the last Manhood granted. Henry, Perry and I had already
scored well on written-oral, we needed to do well enough in
Combat to finish up. We had done barely well enough in
combat to stay in. Corky won shooting, but Perry was third,
barely, and Henry took second in fencing, though I could
have beat him.
They do have some rules in boxing, and they are usually
followed. A sore loser may cheat after the score, but that is
rare with the whole town watching. Boxing is always the last
event, and only those who’s outcome is still in doubt
participate. Punching to the head and groin is illegal, and
there are sensors on the helmets and cups so you can’t cheat.
The ref can call a ‘glancing blow’ if you were blocked into it,
at his judgment. Because of those rules, there are never any
knock-outs, it’s a scoring system based on punches landed,
knock-downs and loss of ground. First to a hundred points
wins the bout. Rounds are one minute with five minutes
between, and there are as many as needed to determine a
winner. A loser may concede, but few do because it usually
means they are conceding Manhood. It is called ‘cutting one’s
balls off’ and might dog you for life. There were two men
among the menial trades in town that had done it and they
were often teased even today.
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Quite a few of those who didn’t pass would no doubt
handle their sexual needs themselves, but one had to be
discreet. It was illegal, if not pursued as diligently as
homosexuality. In these parts a queer would be better off
turning himself in if found out. The boys were almost as
harsh with them as with Africans. It was well over a century
now since the last African or homosexual had been seen in
the area. Back almost two hundred years ago the Nigerians
had advanced as far as Kansas City before they were pushed
back. They’d held St. Louis til it was ceded to Laurentia, but
as soon as the Nigerians pulled out, American forces moved
in and the boundary has been the river ever since. Officially,
there are no more people of African descent in the United
States of America.
There were four of us in the boxing event. For my first
bout I drew Henry, and a Tuesday night fight. Perry needed to
win the event to pass, as I did. Jack might pass if he won the
first round, it depended on whether or not I won. If I won,
Jack had to win the event to become a man. Henry had to win
it all and score big. I knew he couldn’t. I doubted he would
get by me, and I worked hard to be sure he didn’t. I’d seen
him fight in gym class, he was a lefty, I had to watch out for
that, but his right was flaccid, I merely needed to swat it out
of the way if he raised it.
Henry fought harder than I expected and came in fast with
a flurry of belly blows. His left was good, and he was up on
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me, seventeen to fifteen after the first round. He tired though,
and I was the first to fifty by three, after two furious rounds of
wild offense with very little defense. He came back in the
sixth and caught me at fifty eight, but after that, my size and
strength overcame his flagging quickness. He didn’t surrender
however and made a respectable eighty one by the time I
punched him out. I floored him once, in the tenth, and finally
punched out early in the eleventh. I was as winded as I had
ever been and so glad I had three days til the championship.
Deb was at ringside, her dad stayed back in his seat, but
she came up to the ring, stroked my face while I lay gasping.
It was good she touched my face, every inch from my neck to
my knees was painful. I expected to be one big bruise
tomorrow.
“You fought brilliantly,” she said, “for us.”
I couldn’t answer. Medical people arrived, the nurse and
an EMT. They went to Henry first, he was curled up and
writhing. He was so tough in the bout but now that it was
over I could hear what he’d been hiding. I gave him a lot of
credit, he was braver than I expected.
“Just one more bout and we can start our lives,” she said.
“I hope you’ll wait before taking other wives.”
I held up one finger, meaning wait one minute, but she
didn’t wait.
“Right, just one more, she said. “You’re strong and you’re
brave, I know you can do it.” With that she leaned thru the
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ropes and kissed me on the cheek, then turned to run off
saying, “There’ll be many more,” as she went back to her
father, who stood up with his hands on his hips.
The EMT came to me, “Will you make it buddy?” he
asked.
I could only nod, I was gasping too hard.
“We’ve got to take him to the clinic, he might have two
broken ribs. That’s a mean cross you’ve got for a slender guy
like you.”
I nodded again in thanks.
As he stood up he said, “Good luck Friday.”
I didn’t know him, but he seemed to know me. I didn’t
think he was from Livrick, but then we had to have an
ambulance down from Marshall for Combat. They loaded
Henry onto a stretcher and took him out of the room. He’s
just a bit chubby, so he actually weighs more than me, though
he’s a couple inches shorter. I was surprised actually, that he
chose to enter the boxing. Even if he beat me, he would
probably face Jack next. Jack and Perry had the second bout,
it would be delayed while the EMT went up to Marshall and
back. A few of the guys came by and congratulated me and
asked what I was doing later.
“Recovering,” I croaked. “I hurt too much to sleep and
too much to move any part of my body.”
“You’ll be up for a little Doom Raider later on right?”
Jimmy asked.
55

“No, hurts. Home, sleep.”
They eventually went off. It was still some time before I
got up. My folks came down, congratulated me for winning,
and took me home. They got me as comfortable as as they
could, put my phone on my wall screen and then went back to
watch Jack and Perry.
They never would tell me who won, but all of my friends
told me it was Jack, told me he had demolished Perry with
three knock downs to the sternum in the first two rounds.
Perry hung tough until Jack got his hundred points in the
fourth round, then caused that EMT a second trip to the
hospital that night.
I trained as hard as possible, while recovering as much as
possible. I wished there was some way I could reinforce
myself against the blows I would sustain, but any tech I
applied would be illegal, disqualify me, and worse, give me a
reputation as a coward so even a whore wouldn’t have me.
This was Friday the 24th. There was no doubt that just
about everyone in town and for miles around was here. The
school made half its activities budget from the combat games.
Tickets were highest for the boxing championship and
concessions were higher too. I was honored just to be here.
There were many better boxers in town than me, but they had
earned or had no chance of earning their Manhood already
and didn’t have to be here. They were not allowed to box to
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save injury to those of us who needed to box. I’ll admit to
you, now, that I wished I didn’t have to box. If I’d won either
shooting or fencing like I expected, I’d have scored enough
points in wrestling to win Manhood, and Boxing would not
have been held, much to the disappointment of the town
fathers. Winning the first round gave me enough Manhood
points to make it possible for me to score enough if I won
boxing. I didn’t have what I needed yet. Had Henry won, he
would also have to win the championship to win thru, but had
Jack won and Henry won, Henry couldn’t win enough
Manhood points to beat Jack, the match would not be held,
and Jack would get the sole remaining Manhood position to
be issued this year. Of the eighteen graduating, only three
girls remained, the others being lost to marriage to older men
before graduating. Of the fifteen boys, four would become
men. Dan, Corky, and Doug were already thru, the last would
be Jack or I.
Because it’s such a big deal, they use spotlights, and they
introduced me first. “In this corner we have Darryl
Henderson, of right here in Livrick. He’s the son of James
Henderson, a long-time trusted hand of Hulmore’s Farm, and
Marcia Henderson, God-fearing mother of three.”
I was glad to see that a little over half the crowd was with
me. Jack isn’t really a bad guy, just a bit of a brute at times,
and not very respectful. He intends to marry three of the girls
in the junior class at the same ceremony and buy the Herron
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place with a loan from his dad. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t
flirt with the rest of the girls in the school. He takes them all
for granted, but they all eat it up. He’s the biggest guy in the
school, the strongest by a margin, and not at all slow to use it.
He stopped short of being a bully, but he never turned the
other cheek either and never backed down from a fight.
Jack fought with his fists since elementary school, and
almost daily in junior high. I had maybe three or four fights in
school, depending on what you wanted to call a fight, I don’t
call a shove, a pulled counterpunch and some yelling a fight.
He was prancing in his corner, like he was skipping rope. The
spotlight turned to him and the ref took the mic and said, “and
in this corner we have Jack Grissom of Grissom Farm. He’s
the son of Abe and Marjory Grissom, owners of Grissom
Farm.”
The ref droned on about the rules, including the rules for
the audience of no throwing things into the ring, etc. Neither
my family, nor the Grissom’s were at all like Clark’s family in
that regard. Deb and her dad were sitting with my folks in the
front row. Ginny wasn’t there, my folks were supportive but
disappointed that I had to box. First, they knew I wasn’t good
at it, second, they thought it was too dangerous. My father
hadn’t had to box. His school-learning was better than mine,
he won shooting and was in the finals in fencing, twenty two
years ago when he graduated from Livrick School.
I’d almost gone into a daze when I heard the bell, then
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jumped out too quickly and didn’t have a good stance as Jack
came at me. His face was grim, businesslike. He was sure he
would dispatch me in short order. I danced, kept just out of
his considerable reach, tried a couple jabs just to see how he
blocked. He landed an uppercut in the solar plexus, I gasped
and jumped back, bounced off the ropes and into him, landed
that cross in his side, just below the ribs. But I was down,
woozie, couldn’t breathe, and I’d made him mad with that
one.
He came at me, landed body blows, but he left himself
open so I did also. On paper we were pretty even at first, but
he probably barely felt the punches I was landing, while each
one of his brought me to a new plateau of pain I had never
experienced before. I thought of Deb in labor, and knew I had
to take it. Labor pain is as bad as it gets, so she would feel
this bad when our children were born. For her I had to take it,
keep scoring, even thought my arms were skinny.
At the end of round one it was fifteen to twenty four. Jack
was in his corner chatting with his friends, I was in mine
wondering how serious my internal injuries were. I wondered
if I had a broken rib. In the third round, when it was twenty
eight to forty seven, I knew I didn’t have a broken rib in the
first round, because I had one now and I now understood that
what I once thought was an infinite amount of pain, was only
the beginning.
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My memory has blotted out the last two rounds, I was
probably unconscious. I was knocked down twice I think,
maybe more, maybe only one and it’s grown in my
nightmares. Whatever it was, early in the sixth round Jack
earned his Manhood and I lay on the mat writhing. Blood is
rare in high school boxing now that blows to the head are
illegal, but I was bleeding from where I hurt the worst, the
splinters of my rib had been driven thru my skin, I started to
puke, and curled up around it on my side. I had given my life
for this bout, and lost it. Jack didn’t look back as he raised his
hands over me, his vanquished foe.
The EMT was over me before I blacked out. I must have
gone into shock in the fourth round but no one knew it. The
last thing I saw before it got dark was Deb being lead from
the bleachers by her dad. She wasn’t pulling back, she wasn’t
hysterical. She looked at me like I had betrayed her dreams,
like she was angry with me for it.

60

4. What Now?
My world came apart while I was still in the hospital up in
Marshall. At least I wasn’t so bad I had to be flown to
Wichita. My mom read me the note:
I told you that was our life, but you just weren’t the man you
could have been. I’ve got to move on, dad already has a place
for me as a third wife. The farm’s a Genagra halfway to Wolson,
but I can use the farm’s autocar to come home to visit. I don’t
know what your plans are, and I’m pretty sure your dreams are
as dashed as mine, but I doubt our paths will cross much in the
future unless you wind up in the bunkhouse there. I’d rather not,
that would be difficult I think because I’ll not be an adulteress. I’ll
always remember the friendship we had, and the dreams we
had, but I have to move on. I have duties as a woman, and I
must fulfill them. While this isn’t what I wanted, I will have
children and affluence and my family will be provided for.

“I was nothing to her,” I grunted. It was still painful to
talk, even though the grafts had taken, the wet patch was still
on me.
“I’m sure she meant it at the time, you kids don’t know
what time is yet, you haven’t experienced any of it.”
“If she meant it, how could she just go off like that?”
“To me, that note has the sound of one written by a tearful
girl who’s father is standing over her shoulder looking at that
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Genagra premium family health plan she has in her future.”
“Her father’s not like that.”
“When it’s survival he has to be.”
“What if I go over to visit her, to find out how she really
feels?”
“You’ll probably be involved in a hunting accident,” my
dad said.
“No!” my mom gasped.
“Genagra managers don’t fool around about their wives.
Don’t do it. Get your own phone and call her if you want, I’m
sure our number will be silently blocked from her service.”
“That’s a pretty unpatriotic thing to say,” I said.
“It’s not disrespectful to the USA to point out the faults of
one corporation.”
That corporation was a major part of the USA, owning at
least fourteen senators and fifty four congressmen. “I’d be
careful dad.”
After they’d gone, and I lay in that hospital bed thru the
night shift, I got to watch my patriotism wither. Maybe my
father’s admission was a trigger. I felt very patriotic while I
believed I was going to get to participate. All thru my life I’d
been almost gung-ho, at least compared to how I felt tonight.
I’d touted the party line, liked the right styles, learned the
right apps, attended church diligently and saluted every
uniform I encountered.
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Now I felt betrayed by my country. I felt stupid for feeling
betrayed because I’ve known all my life that only one in four
boys gets to become a man. I’d just never thought that I
would be one of the three. I felt stupid for my hubris now,
why couldn’t I have understood that at the time. Of course the
positive thinking folks made sure boys were told, ‘When you
become a man,’ not, ‘If you become a man.’ I hadn’t made
any plans for losing. I hadn’t made any plans for being a
second class citizen and suddenly discrimination felt very
different. I couldn’t put my emotions into words, they were a
feeling in my stomach like a cold ball of nails. One thing I
was sure of, the realization had affected me physically, if I
dwelled on it I was sure I could work myself up to the point
of vomiting.
Now that I would not participate in American society, I
felt differently about my country and at the same time I felt
cheap because I felt differently. But my future had gone from
substantial family man to one of the old boys in the
bunkhouse. Yeah, I know there’s a lot to be said for
bunkhouse life. Men have private rooms on many farms.
They’re pre-fab and plain, but it’s bunkered and theirs in all
but right to sell. They often get health care while they’re
working, and most farms will find something for them to do
til well into old age if they’ve managed to avoid getting killed
in an accident and if they’ve been a hard worker all their
lives.
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Generations of men had lived out their lives there, and
been written of in story and song. The problem was, those
generations had lived without women or children. They might
see a woman occasionally, and were expected to treat them
with utmost decorum and respect, while those who’d attained
Manhood had the right to take an unescorted woman in any
way they desired. I wouldn’t have done that, and most men
wouldn’t, but I would have had the right.
I could apply to the military, but never thought of myself
as a military man. One does not need to win Manhood to
enter the military and one does not win Manhood by success
in the military. I’d have been more likely to join the military
as a Man. I couldn’t see myself fighting for a country that had
betrayed me. Only a Man can be promoted to officer. Without
Manhood, a military career is worse than the barracks as long
as you are not involved in war, then you are expected to fight
til you die.
The trials of Manhood had been a part of American life
almost since the partition of 2117. Since a rite-of-passage trial
had been popular in fiction for a century even then, the trials
of Manhood began and were in use in many counties by the
2120’s. As states began legalizing polygamy in the mid
2100’s their use became much more widespread. By the war
of 2198, they were universal, written into law and tales of
them passed from father to son. Since Africans and Latins had
been expelled from the states west of the river, a new lower
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class had to be invented to be forced into the lowest status
jobs.
I didn’t know what countries used Manhood trials today. I
was pretty sure Old South did not. I knew California did not
but they had a non-governmental money and skills trial, and a
stiff skills trial to legally immigrate. The other countries I
could reach were Mexico and Laurentia. Mexico was all Latin
people and I would be a minority. Besides that, there
everything was in Spanish, unlike California which was
bilingual. Laurentia is an open-bordered free-for-all where
English of a sort is common but not universal. The data
network in Laurentia is isolated, like China’s, Brazil’s and
Europe’s. It is a crowded socialist country with large parts of
the economy run by the government.
I was a little surprised that my anger and feeling of
betrayal was strong enough that I was actually considering
leaving the country. It’s just that having a family is important
to me, and now that I’d failed Manhood in a no-retest state, I
had little chance in the USA. Maybe in Louisiana, if they
passed a re-test law and if their local men were poor in the
combat sports, I would have a chance. Texas had a retest law,
but only for people who took the failed test in Texas. In the
remote parts of Idaho, Yukon and Alaska, they might not
check the status of your Manhood if you could survive a
couple winters. Alaska was set to pass a law stating that all
males born in Alaska and surviving to majority had Manhood.
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I have to admit I didn’t look into it as deeply as I probably
should have, thought thru what is a nation and a people and
all that. A long time ago I should have thought about those
who don’t win their manhood. But ‘When you win your
Manhood’ had always seemed such a certainty. Right now I
was being ruled by my emotions and I was hurt, angry and
betrayed. All the promise of America, all those gleaming ads
on the screens touting the party and all it’s done for us, all
those rippling flags, all those visions of picket fences and
children running toward the Christmas tree would not be for
me, and I was devastated. I was being treated as badly as the
Africans in Old South.
My last day in the hospital I was well enough to use a
screen and they allowed me one. It was a plain screen, an
obsolete model, but still able to access data. I wondered what
it was like in other countries. I could browse the satellite
views. Most were taken from New Dallas today, it was just
easier. It was only five hundred miles up and orbited as far
north as Edmonton. With today’s tomographic algorithms, it
was only the miles of air that mattered, and the whole
atmosphere is equivalent to five miles at sea level.
Atlanta is the capital city of Old South. Most of it was
built in America’s golden age, the late 20th and early 21st
centuries. The concrete plazas that were built as big box
stores in those days were still there. Some had been divided
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up. If the surrounding properties were wealthy enough to
support it they were often heliports or blimp ports. Many
were simply abandoned, brush was growing up thru the
cracks, squatter’s huts packed tightly where there was water.
The asphalt of the old parking lots was gone, but its poisons
remained in the soil and nothing much would grow for some
distance around the sites of the old Big Boxes. In some cases
remnants of the two-hundred-something-year-old cinder
block walls were still standing and used by the lean-to’s of
modern times.
Atlanta had an ancient rail system, and a couple hanger
routes in the newer neighborhoods. There are very few
hangers in the USA. They are little pods that hang from a rail
or cable and carry people thru cities at fifty to eighty miles
per hour. They are popular in cities because they are quieter
than cars and can go over the streets on little more than light
poles.
Most of the old city of Atlanta was a ruinous slum looking
like any slum in Africa. I scrolled to Lagos to verify that. The
Occupation had ruined Nigeria, that and losing Chinese
support after China’s great retrenchment brought about by the
loss of the two flagships of their interstellar fleet. I scrolled
back to Atlanta. Some great towers still stood in the middle of
it. I could find street scenes of some of it. It looked like
squatters occupied the first few floors, maybe even ten, but
the rest were abandoned. The yards of the sagging old homes
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were filled with camps. Like the USA, Old South allowed
guns, so few in cities went out any more than they had to.
Like in the cities of the USA, if a woman went out shopping
she had to do so in the company of an armed escort, and she
would be armed herself. Unescorted women were fair game,
as in the USA, Arabia and Talstan.
Old South was strictly segregated with African, Latin,
Asian and Caucasian areas. The Asians and Caucasians were
full citizens and looked to be doing almost as well as those
with Manhood in the USA. The others looked like they were
entrenched refugees. And this was the capital city of the
nation. I scrolled into the country. That was like the USA. A
lot more lush, farms a little smaller, but farmhouses, row
crops, a few greenhouses, not as many. There was a lot more
forest. The farmhouses were smaller, it appeared there were
no bunkhouses. With some digging in the associated data I
was able to find that most of the laborers were African or
Latin and were taken back and forth to cities with buses.
There were lavish estates of the very wealthy. It is
shameful how the estates of the wealthiest in the USA are so
extravagant compared to his own house. They were pikers
compared to some of these. There was staff parking,
landscaped out of sight of the house, for a hundred vehicles in
some cases. Whole farms were used only as estates with
airfields and hangers, boathouses, athletic fields enough for a
small college. These were people who could hire the the staff
68

from a small college to teach their only son. They could
probably hire Nobel laureates to teach their only son.
Shooting ranges were de-rigeur.
I didn’t see very much difference in California except it
was drier and the cities were in much better condition. The
estates of the wealthiest were lavish, but not as lavish as the
wealthiest of the USA. I could never afford entry to
California, so I didn’t linger there. Mexico’s cities were in
better shape than those of Old South, but the rural homes
were more like the shacks in the cities of Old South. When I
tried to look at Laurentia I could only zoom in so far and got
the message that by the treaty of 2207 no view that would
show details of any private home could he shown on the net.
Since Laurentia had the highest percentage of Africans on the
continent, I could assume that the dots that were houses were
probably like those of Africa also. In the frozen north of
Laurentia, Africans are rare, but the climate is harsher than
Kansas, harsh as the Alberta – Manitoba tier of states. All I
could really see from this altitude was that the cities of
Laurentia are huge, and the farms are very small. I could tell
the population was higher than we were told, and wondered
why that was.
All this info is only what the system wants us to see of
course. As long as they present all of us with a consistent
view of the world, we will believe that is the world. Telling us
the population of Laurentia is 378 million and then showing
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us maps that say it might be twice that seems to be an error on
the part of the robots that run the net.
Amos had emigrated to Old South some years ago. I still
had his number, and last I knew Old South still had a
common data exchange with the USA. On my first day home
I tried it. I got thru, but had to leave a message. Amos was
four years older than me and only knew me because he was a
friend of my brother. It was the next day before he called
back.
“Hey Darryl,” he said, “Long time. You must have
graduated.”
“Yeah, I graduated.”
“I hear it in your voice, you didn’t get your Manhood.”
“Mmm,” I said. We caught up on gossip for a few minutes
until I could ask, “I’m calling to see how you like it over
there.”
“Well, there’s no Manhood testing, marriage is mostly
arranged between families. There’s on-line matchmaking still
in use over here, but it’s hard to use because there’s no trust.
Most girls you meet on line have questionable blood
anyway.”
“I was going to marry Deb, you remember her?”
“No, sorry, I was out of school before she entered. What’s
her family?”
“Lawrence,” I said. They weren’t one of the Fine Families
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but they were respectable.
“Bruce is her dad?”
“Yeah.”
“Blond, curls, giggly?”
“Then,” I said. “She giggles when appropriate and fills a
blouse nicely now.”
“Too bad then.”
“So how’s it there?”
“Well, it’s a big country, up north in the Kentucky
mountains it gets almost as cold as it does back home. I’m in
East Carolina where January is as cold as November there.
There’s people off the reservations working most of the
farms, nowhere near as much machinery as you have there.
Places on the reservations are dirty, garish, noisy. Places in
country towns are hoity-toity and formal. The good-old-boys
have even more control of everything than back home.”
“What about work?”
“Have you qualified for anything?”
“Welding, machining, woodworking, paving. I’m a bit
bigger than when you last saw me.”
“I’m sure. You’re probably bigger than your brother
now.”
“By an inch and twenty pounds.”
“How’s he doing?” Amos asked.
“We haven’t heard. My dad’s thinking of hiring a car and
going to see if he’s still alive.”
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“He’s in Montana you know.”
“We know that,” I answered, “but not how he’s doing.
Last I knew he was going to try earning his Manhood there,
but I never heard if he went thru with that.”
“That’s the second toughest state after Alaska.”
“But it allows re-testing,” I said.
“Were you thinking of going there?”
“Not on a bet, I hate the winter here.”
“So don’t go there,” he said. “You might try Louisiana,
they were all set to pass a re-test bill.”
“How is it there, you seem to be dodging.”
“It’s tense. Brazilian propaganda has the reservations
restless, like it was in Memphis. Laurentia isn’t helping the
situation any, neither are the Chinese, even though they
granted Asians full citizenship.”
“Same time we did,” I said.
“The only Asians here are company men and their
families.”
I paused only briefly, “So you have anyone?” I meant
woman.
“I’ve got whorehouses on the reservations. I see a lightskinned Latina girl when I can. It’s not satisfying.”
“Is that all there is?”
“Unless your father can make arrangements with her
father, that’s pretty much it. It happens, there are some single
women, but it’s just like home, if she doesn’t go out with an
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escort, she’s fair game.”
“So none do?”
“That’s right,” he said.
“What’s rent?” I asked.
“I’m on a plantation now, I get a room in a wing off the
main house as part of my pay. I get five hundred a week but
the dollars here are weaker than yours.”
He’s in a bunkhouse, I thought. “So it’s really thin?”
“Economically you’re better off as a worker there. The
whorehouses are better here, and they’re legal on the
reservations. That’s the only thing better.”
“It never gets colder than November.”
“But between July and August insert three months of
stifling heat like you have never felt. Humid heat. You
CAN’T go outdoors, just like Texas. You’re in as much
danger as a white-out blizzard. You’ve got the heat, the
humidity, the bugs, I swear it’s worse than the Amazon.”
“What about in the city?”
“The cities are the reservations, Wilmington is the nearest,
I can be there on a bus in half a day.”
“No cities are white?”
The city administrators, but they’re usually in a
compound, especially now that there’s unrest again. The elite
are very countrified here. They like to live amid horse and
dairy farms in big long houses with swimming pools and a
stable full of vehicles and horses, a private shooting range
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and a landscaped pond on the front lawn. They still conduct
all their business on their phones using private networks.”
“If I brought Deb with me?”
“There’s extradition and you can’t claim asylum. You can
in Laurentia but good luck getting a woman to agree to go
there.”
“Have you been up there?”
“No, and I think it’s hard to get back out. You can get in
easy enough, but very few make it back, especially women.
The networks don’t connect, I’m sure you know that, and
both the USA and Old South monitor any calls and messages
in and out of there to guard against subversion.”
“How would I get started there? Where you are.”
“Bring plenty of money. If you arrive without money you
can be put into servitude. I came over with ten big ones and
barely survived til I found a job. Jobs are hard to come by.”
“If you had it to do over, would you?”
“I doubt it. I’d have gone to Montana and taken my
chances with a retest.”
“But you were good at combat weren’t you?”
“That’s why I’d go to Montana, I’d do worse at combat,
but I’d have a chance at the written-oral there. Half the kids
don’t go to any school at all, just what they can get via
satellite link and what their parents can teach them.”
“I wish we could re-test here, I had to box Jack, I really
didn’t have a chance. I kept fighting but I had only forty
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seven points when he got to his hundred. I had some injuries
and spent two days in the hospital at Marshall.”
“At least they didn’t have to fly you to Wichita.” He
thought a minute, said, “You mean the Grissom kid right, the
one from that amazon he took as his second wife?”
“That one,” I confirmed.
When our conversation was over, I was discouraged to
say the least. I was hoping for a glowing report of how great
it was and how many women he was courting and how many
promotions he already had at his job. Instead, the only way it
was better was the whorehouses were legal, but you had to do
a non-white girl. I should have asked Amos more about how
that was, but I didn’t think of it. It was regarded as bestiality
by the church in the USA, although it wasn’t actually illegal. I
was pretty repulsed at the thought. They were fat, dirty,
smelly, stupid and crude, not things I wanted in a woman.
The next day I made the rounds to see what chance I had
at getting a job in town. I arrived home discouraged. The day
after I walked up with my father to see about work at
Hulmore’s. I could fill out an application and if there was an
opening in the next few years they would call me.
The next Monday I got on the Short Bus to Marshall. It’s
an autobus that ambles along in the slow lane, holds eight and
takes a plain card without communication. I had enough
money for two nights, a ticket back, four meals I figured, and
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a few bucks left over for safety. Marshall is a small city or
large town. There’s four avenues and maybe twenty streets,
not all are the same length and not all blocks are perfect
rectangles and they are definitely not the same size.
Nevertheless I was able to walk them all in two days. I found
one possibility of a job, running a floor sweeper in the freight
yard garage. The great news was, the hours were such that I
could ride with Hiam from my folk’s house. The bad news
was, there were three other candidates, and there would be
testing. I would have to come back next Monday.
I did find Hiam, and bummed a ride with him. He’s got a
little trike, I had to sit on the pillion and put my bags on the
luggage racks. It whined going up hills with the extra weight.
While it’s legal to have a trike on manual control, he left it on
auto the whole way, its neural nets were very familiar with
this route.
“You ought to get one of these for yourself. It sings right
along when I’m by myself.”
“How much is it?”
“You can get a loan as soon as you’ve got a job. It’s fifty
bucks a week and in seven years, it’s mine.”
“I’m sure it would be fun with a little more power.” On
hills we had to pull over to let tractors pass, but on level
ground we could get to sixty.
I wanted to ask him some important questions like, “What
are you going to do when your parents pass?”
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“Go to a home I guess. They can’t leave me the house.”
He hadn’t gained his Manhood and couldn’t own property. He
was nearly sixty now, still in good health, but his parents were
failing fast and would probably get all their children together
for a pill party soon. Hiam had a sister who was married to a
farmer up past Hanly. They could leave the house to her and
she could legally rent it to her brother if her husband agreed.
Hiam knew him better than I did and he was convinced her
husband would claim it and sell it, it was worth over two
hundred and his farm was not doing as well as some.
The rest homes are very bleak. While you are healthy
enough, it’s not much worse than the average barracks except
for the smell and the food. But once you need nursing care,
you are put into wards and your world is that bed, the
reclining wheel chair next to it, and the nearest toilet if you
can get that far. You get most of your procedures right on that
bed, in the better places they have a curtain that can be drawn
around it when doing bowels, bathing etc. Most take the pill
before it gets to that. Many have been ascending to the
Christials or simulated in a corporate universe when they are
to be put in a home.
The same would happen to me unless Ginny was married
to someone understanding enough to allow her to rent the
house to me and maybe my brother if he was still alive.
Montana and Idaho, Utah and Wyoming don’t have the same
view of the law we do in the rest of the USA. The law there
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might say someone calling you a liar in a public saloon was
valid reason to shoot him. To many of the people there,
calling on the law at all is failing to man up to your own
problems. For half the population owning nine tenths of the
land in those states, people do not interact with the world
other than communications and delivery/pick up drones.
Their boundaries are electronically guarded and backed up by
drones, dogs and automatic weapons. In those states the wind
whistles thru old ghost towns, some were once substantial
cities like Salt Lake and Boise. Public meeting places are
temporary and set up over the phone, reached by air for the
wealthy and militarized off-road vehicle for the rest.
It was hard to talk anyway on one of these, they moved
right along when we weren’t going uphill so we were home in
little more than twenty minutes. Hiam dropped me off right at
the corner of second, it was an easy walk from there, even
with my pack.
“So?” mom said as she hugged me, all hopeful.
“I have to go back next Monday for testing on running a
floor sweeper.”
“Like a vacuum? You don’t do that very well here.”
“It’s the size of a commercial lawn mover, it’s for the
floor of the freight yard equipment garage.”
“I hope you do well,” she patted my shoulder as she let
me go. “Your dad’s already had his supper and gone back to
the farm, Ginny’s in the middle of a Unicorn Squad episode.”
78

That was a show about a group of young girl superheros with
superpowers who rode all over the country on magical flying
unicorns saving people from dastardly villains, most of whom
were foreign, with emphasis on Brazil, Europe and Laurentia.
For the remainder of the week I continued to research life
in other countries, trying, indirectly, to see what I could learn
about Laurentia and California. I confirmed that my skills
were hopelessly inadequate in California, I would be an
unskilled laborer and probably wind up living in a shelter or a
barracks. The barracks there were public, monotonous and
massive. There was no info available on jobs, pay scales,
prices or things like that from Laurentia, just like Europe,
China, India and Brazil. I was able to get more info on Russia
than those countries. Russia had almost as many ruins as Old
South. Not as much of the cities were ruins as in Old South
and the successful had huge farms like here. Russian was the
hardest language to learn, Portuguese the easiest.
I was able to find out more on progress of the colony
being started at Alpha Centauri than life on the far side of the
Mississippi. I knew ships should have arrived at Tau Ceti and
61 Cygni by this point, but their signals had not given us any
new info yet, just confirmed that both planets do have life on
them. Alpha Centauri was a third the distance, a fifty year trip
instead of a century. Photos of two potentially habitable
planets in the system had already been sent back. Both would
79

need terraforming, one of them pretty extensive, but it was
already underway on the first and easiest. That was an Earthsized Mars. Geologically dead and only in need of an
atmosphere. Still, in spite of that progress, every star was too
far for him to ever go there himself. Since simulates could
make the crossing and raise frozen zygotes once they got
there, there was no need and no sense in sending a full grown
man on an interstellar voyage.
Monday came again and I rode with Hiam back up to
Marshall.
“Didn’t you know someone who’s gone to Laurentia?” I
asked.
“Uh, Michelle; would have been my wife if I’d passed.
She defected back in ‘41.”
“Ever hear from her?”
“Oh yeah, she tried to get me to follow her for years.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“Don’t want to live like an African, don’t want to live
with Africans, don’t want to live with Latinos either, but I
have changed my mind about Latina’s when I took a trip to
Old South.”
“You didn’t like it there either?”
“It’s poor, dirty and backward. They’re still doing
implants there like having no choice in being connected or
not is a good thing.”
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“Aren’t they required?”
“Just an ID chip like here. Some people pay a third their
income for implants in Old South. Their whole society is
remote, they never actually leave their homes, just put on
goggles and gloves to go to virtual places that don’t really
exist. The virtual Atlanta that you see on the news and visit on
the goggles, with the fancy Senate buildings and court
houses, doesn’t exist on the ground. Those buildings are all in
ruins and surrounded by miles of African slums.”
“What about Laurentia.”
“Everything she tries to tell me about it gets redacted. She
can tell me how she’s doing socially, but she can’t tell me
what she has in her kitchen or what her job is or what she gets
paid or what she pays for rent or anything like that.”
“So the Laurentian government reads the mail and blacks
it out?”
“Seems so, she claims it’s USA but I don’t believe that.
Our government stands for freedom and responsibility, theirs
stands for control and redistribution.”
“Yeah,” I said, but I was beginning to wonder. I knew a
side of me was being spiteful for something I thought should
have been mine. My brother just missed, I was bigger and
stronger than him at each stage of life. I was sure I would
make it.
The testing for the job was pretty simple, not much more
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than running a house vacuum. You had a joystick and some
levers and buttons. It had a few more auto modes but they
were the same thing, go back and forth over a rectangular
area until it’s done. It drove easily in tight spaces, taking little
more room than its brushes. There were four of us testing,
two clearly didn’t get it. They could learn to operate the
sweeper, but they didn’t know anything about floor cleaning.
One ran it around aimlessly and the other showed off his
skills by running it among machinery mounts at high speed
like slalom skiing. The fourth guy also understood what the
purpose of the test was, to see how well you could clean the
shop floor, not just conquer the user interface on the device.
I was worried they would tell us to come back next week
to learn the answer, but after the tests were done the hiring
supervisor sat us all down in his office. “You guys,” he said to
the first two, “are just here to play with toys, you don’t even
need to sit down.” Now you,” he said to me, “understand the
job and how to operate the machine.”
“Thank you.”
“Now Chip, you know the job I’m sure, your dad did it
before Hansen, but you’re a little shaky on the driving.
He turned and asked me, “Where are you from?”
“Livrick,” I answered.
“Got wheels?” he asked.
“Not yet, but I can share a ride til I can get my own.”
“Who’s your dad?”
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“James, he’s manager of irrigation at Hulmore’s.”
“Don’t know him.”
“Hulmore ships via Newcomb,” an operator of autotrucks
that could bypass the Marshall freight yard and run the roads
all the way to Kaycee.
“Uh,” he said. “So Chip, you’re going to need some
practice driving that thing.” He turned to me, “So kid, why
don’t you see if Newcomb has some work for you? It won’t
be any closer, but you might have some connection there and
you can certainly do the job.”
So I was back on the sidewalks of Marshall before it was
even lunch time. I had a junior burger and water from the
public fountain for lunch. After lunch I went to the Marshall
public library to find out what they had on Laurentia. They
had one volume, it was a coffee table book written in
European English about the scenic wonders of the Laurentian
coast. There was some great photography of wild tundra,
forests, lots and lots of grey rocks, deep fjords with forest
clinging to the sides, wide beaches with reeds and a few little
kids in the far distance of one of them. As it moved south
beyond Newfoundland there was more evidence of mankind.
There were rocky little inlets with little houses clinging to the
rocks and rusty old fishing vessels tied up to rickety docks.
There were some larger towns, some even had some of the
tall buildings from two centuries ago still standing. But there
was a shot of more of those colorful old fishing boats lying in
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mud, and a caption that tried to tell us that was because of the
tide. More rocky coast, small boats, some in decent shape.
More wide beaches, this time with crowds but too far away to
tell anything about them, and then a city as cities had existed
centuries ago. Miles of huge structures of all sizes, shapes and
colors. After that, more miles of wide beaches, most of them
crowded but without the rugged rocks behind them.
There was one picture that allowed me to see the people
of the nation up close. There was a group of children on the
beach playing a huge game of something like water polo.
There were a few who were obviously African, a few who
were obviously Latin and two who were obviously Caucasian
and everyone else was indeterminate, some mixture of them,
or some other. The African kids were healthy, clean and cute
in spite of that, having fun with all the others. All the other
kids were too, except for one of indeterminate race who was
fat. Still, there were less fat kids there than here. Their
agriculture was a lot less efficient so that might make sense.
But this was the most interesting picture for me because it
was the only look at the people in the book. I wondered if the
picture was candid or staged? It could have easily been
staged, but what would be the purpose? The book seemed to
be aimed at a European audience, another area with a great
mixture of people from all over the world. Brazil was the
other. It was staged to make it look like people of all these
different races could interact peacefully. Deb’s mother had
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memories of Memphis that said they couldn’t.
There was another old-fashioned brick and mortar city
even bigger than the first astounding one, then there was a
wide beach with old-fashioned, tall building city all along it
til it went over the horizon. In those two pictures were more
of the ancient ‘sky scrapers’ standing than in all of today’s
USA, including Dallas. There were pictures of salt marshes
choked with wildlife, mostly birds. And that was just the
eastern coastline of the country, Labrador to Delmarvaj.
There was a note that the country has thousands more miles
of salt water coastline in the bays and arctic. These were just
the areas where tourist cruises were available. There were
some small pictures of the interiors of the cabins and a few
more of street scenes of tourist traps in the old sections of
cities. Other than the streets being wider, it looked like
pictures I’d seen of Europe. Laurentia had been settled close
to two centuries earlier than today’s USA. It looked like
more, but that was because most of our cities but Dallas were
destroyed in the wars of the late 21st century.
Because he was late getting out of work, Hiam bought me
dinner at the diner before we headed home. As soon as we sat
down, before the waitress brought our order he said. “I can
tell by your face it was a no.”
“Their fathers know each other, he wasn’t as good as me
but with practice the local boy, not the one who’s father
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works at a farm that uses a competing shipping method, gets
the job and I don’t know what I’m going to do next.”
“It’s tough,” he said, “but not as tough as the steak here,”
we’d both ordered the meat loaf because we knew we could
cut it with the plastic ware they hand out. The tables already
had the Worcestershire Sauce and the ketchup on them, as
well as an assortment of steak sauces. He put his phone to the
nub on the table to notify the kitchen of our arrival. We got
the oven fries, the mashed here is an all-in-one powder. I’d
been in Marshall enough times to learn that the hard way.
This was just over the tracks on the road to Livrick.
“What am I going to do?” I asked.
“Your folks can’t support you, they can barely do it now.
You’ll have to go hobo I guess. Find a job somewhere, live in
a barracks somewhere, try to start from there.”
The next few days were hell. I got a phone call from an
army recruiter. I could go get shot at in the middle east and
pay nothing and also have a hundred and seventy a month
sent to my family. I found no other information. I tried
searching for jobs on line. All executives work from home
these days, but anyone who must perform a manual operation
has to be there. I could telemarket from home, I tried that
before, I never made a sale, I never made a dime.
My dream job might have been welding up new
monstrosities of Fourth of July show cars. But then that
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would account for one day of work, maybe two, in the town
of Livrick. I’d have to do all of Marshall and all the towns
around it to get enough welding work. I’d meet a lot of
interesting people I’m sure, but I’d need a welding set, a truck
to get it there, a commercial permit for that truck. If I had
twenty big bills just laying in a shoebox under my bed, I’d go
for it. If Jack had done as well in Shop and had the interest
his father could say ‘Here’s a check for sixty, get yourself a
nice truck and the best tools, and have your name put on the
side fancy.’ My dad could give me a couple hundred to get
started, if he really wanted to and really believed in what I
was doing.
As I tried to find out more I became more convinced that
information on Laurentia was censored. Even something as
innocuous as what international bands are touring there or
have toured there. I got it into my head that I was going to go
there and see for myself. The most likely result was I would
be turned back at the border as having no credible business
for entry and learn nothing, but I was going to try. If I got
turned back, I might try to hook up with Jim in Montana, I
think I could figure a way to track him down.
But I got it in my head that there could be a darker force
at work behind the missing information. I wondered where
my patriotism had gone and worried I was being cheap and
trashing it only because I’d lost. I admit, I started looking
only because I’d lost. It was the mystery that kept me looking
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into it. If it was true that the USA was covering up conditions
in Laurentia, I could be getting into danger, but probably only
if I came back. Amos’ ex girlfriend still got to send letters,
they just got blacked out. If the USA was really the devious
one however, they would just delete the messages and let the
loved one think they had perished over there. What I knew so
far didn’t make sense. I felt my life was forfeit anyway, so
why not investigate what’s really happening?

88

5. Departure
I’d sold everything I could so far but my gun, I didn’t
want to try traveling without it. My parents were distressed
but understood the necessity of what I must do. I already had
my bus ticket to St. Louis. My announced intent was to look
up Amos in Old South and see where I went from there. I
didn’t want anyone to know I was defecting until after I was
over the river. They could send the cops after me if they
wanted.
I didn’t have the money to buy a phone and a bus ticket,
so everyone knew I would be out of contact until I found a
job. I didn’t say it, but everyone knew I’d have to sell the gun
in St. Louis to afford a ticket to West Memphis, where I could
cross the border into Old South. I talked up how I was
anticipating the warm weather. Ginny was the only one who
was supportive.
“It’s an adventure,” she said. “You’ll have to be a hero
I’m sure. You are going to kill some bad guys aren’t you?”
“He’s not going to Laurentia,” my father said, “We’re at
peace with Old South.”
“But they have Africans there!” she said.
“Only on reservations,” dad said.
“You still be careful,” mom said, “and get word back to us
as soon as you can. There must be web ports in the libraries.”
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“I never did talk to Amos about that, but he had a phone.
Once I get to him I’ll have him call you or I’ll borrow his
phone.”
“You do that,” dad said.
In the morning I had one more ride with Hiam up to
Marshall where I caught the bus, he didn’t say anything, but I
had a feeling he knew what I was going to do. I hoped he
didn’t say anything for a couple days. I would probably have
to spend the night in St. Louis and cross the river tomorrow.
As it happened I didn’t get to St. Louis til late at night.
We’d had many stops and a long delay due to a firefight with
a band of rebels as we passed thru the Ozarks. I found a cheap
bed for the night, skipped breakfast and went out to find a
place to sell the gun. I got more for the gun than I would have
in Livrick. I could buy a ticket to West Memphis and still
have three hundred left over to make my way across Old
South.
I wondered if I should actually buy a ticket on the bus to
West Memphis. If I did that, I’d send anyone following me
farther from my trail, but I would probably get the attention
of some piece of software somewhere when it notices the
ticket was never scanned. A quick walk along the waterfront
made it obvious there was no bridge remaining. There were
the stubs of some columns remaining of one of them, and a
few more out in the river. The bridges and locks had been
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bombed out when the Africans had been driven across the
river after the Nigerian army left in 2105. In the century and a
half following, there had been no move to replace any of it
and the Mississippi flowed free beside the remainder of Saint
Louis.
I saw there was a ferry, it was sleek and fancy, but of
some age. It was bound for a dock less than a mile upriver,
further from the ancient arch, which was called the Gateway
to America. The bridge was nowhere near it, but in three
hundred years and with the virulence of hacking two hundred
years ago, it’s lucky any record remains of those days.
The approach to the dock was manned with troops in
form-fitting exoskeletons and carrying M901s. They were
covering all those disembarking until they’d been scanned,
papered and questioned. It was going to take hours to clear
this ferry load of people. There seemed to be enough men
here to repel an advance by the Laurentian Armed Forces.
Meanwhile there was an outbound lane around all that. As
soon as all the incoming were off the boat they let people on.
The crew only cared that your face matched your ID picture.
If so they took payment and waved you aboard. As I waited in
that line, a couple of the troops came by and asked if we
knew what we were doing.
I would have argued with them but I would only get more
agitated. I didn’t interact with them, most of the others didn’t
either. They left quite a few in the crowd alone, they must
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have regular business across the border.
There was a lot of chatter on the ferry, but there were an
equal number who kept to themselves and stared at St. Louis
falling behind. All the towers of two and three centuries ago
were down, most bombed in the 2105 war, any surviving
were bombed in the war of ‘98. The semi-suburban
architecture of the 2100’s was now shabby but surviving. I
looked to the left, the east side of the river. Most of the shore
was recent homes built on ancient foundations. They seemed
to be built of those building blocks a lot like children’s toys,
but they locked together into structures up to three stories tall.
They couldn’t be used for large spaces but they flowed over
the riverbank like giant lichens. They were much more
colorful however. There were decks and patios with umbrellas
and awnings. There were all sizes and shapes and colors of
people, but the lightest color I saw was considerably darker
than me.
As I suspected, the customs check getting off the boat was
much more thorough. We went thru a weapon’s gate to get off
the boat, and then had to present ID. The chip was read, and
mine was found wanting. Most walked thru with a smile, but
I was asked to step into a waiting area. Two other guys were
there already, they were exchanging names, I caught that one
of them was Otto. We looked at each other, we each knew. We
were eighteen or nineteen, none of us were brutes of men.
One of us was overweight. Obviously we’d all failed to win
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Manhood. We didn’t need to embarrass each other by asking.
“So think we can get jobs?” the other guy asked.
“I hear their economy is doing well right now,” Otto said.
“What about you?” he asked me.
“I’m hoping, I’m just trying to come to grips with
abandoning Christ.”
“They allow Christians in Laurentia,” Otto said. “You can
get a copy of their constitution online, with an explanation of
the laws that each section allows, and which ones are actually
present and enforced where.”
“Where’d you find that?”
“In the University of Minnesota Department of
Government Science reference library.”
“And they let you have it? I mean the media tries to make
you think they don’t have a constitution,” the other guy said.
“Two hundred and fifty years is a long time to hold a
grudge,” I added.
“You’ll see. I’ve been there before. It’s different, but I
don’t think it’s evil. Yes, there’s a lot less order, all kinds of
different traditions mixed together. It’s crowded and close in a
lot of places.”
Our turn came, first Otto’s friend was taken. We would
have a few more minutes.
“So you’ve been here before?” I asked.
“Last year, my father is a course writer in that department.
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He got a permit and took me along, it was just last summer.”
“And what you saw made you want to come back?”
He leaned close, so he wouldn’t be overheard. “You’ll see
what I mean. Maybe life in the USA is great if you’re a
dominant man, and if you want to follow centuries old
tradition, but for the rest of us I think it’s stifling. Laurentia,
Brazil and the European Union are the remnants of Western
Civilization, unless you think the present Asian civilization is
actually part of Western Civilization.”
“California is somewhat Eurorean,” I said.
“And a major player on the Pacific,” he added
“A family is what I want,” I said when he didn’t continue.
“You can do that, there’s no Manhood trials. If a woman
thinks you’re a man, you’re a man. If she lets you get her
pregnant, you’re a father.”
“I thought those who didn’t pass were the queers and
transvestites?”
“No, and they’ll get on your case for calling them queers.
You can get a fine if you do it in public, and maybe worse if
you do it in private. Don’t call the Africans ‘niggers’ either.”
“I don’t anyway,” I answered. “Are we discriminated
against?”
“Not any more. A hundred years ago, in places, but now I
think it’s pretty calm. Since then there’s been so much mixing
you really don’t know where the boundary between races is.
Since there are so many you can’t classify, nobody tries.”
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“Otto Blakewright,” A girl called from the doorway.
I was now alone. No one else came and took his seat. The
girl was back in less than a minute and called my name. “Mr.
Chandra can see you now,” she said and lead me thru the door
and into a door marked with the red and white maple leaf flag
of Laurentia. She was a white girl in all respects but an Asian
turn of eye, and quite pretty I noticed, in spite of wearing a
variation of men’s clothing, tighter and clingier, but tee shirt
and jeans with a short, thin, open shirt over it.
Mr. Chandra was quite dark, but with shiny black hair,
thin nose, mustache and lips. We did introductions, he bade
me take a seat. He had the same crisp and enunciated accent
as the girl. His first meaningful question was, “You did not
check any reason for entry, we would like to know the
purpose of your visit?”
“I want to see the truth and I want to see if I can live
here.”
“We do allow immigration, but since the treaty of 2217
we cannot grant you refugee status just because you’ve failed
your Manhood test.”
I know I blushed terribly, and that made it worse. “I’ve
been told there are none here.”
“No, we believe the same rights are due every human
being, not just the dominant Anglo-Saxon males. But while
we allow you to enter, we do not allow you do live at our
largess.”
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“I expected to work.”
“You have a high school diploma. Also by the ‘17 treaty,
we will treat that as we would a certificate from a public
secondary school here, but that in itself is not going to qualify
you for anything more than an apprenticeship or service job.
Are you willing to take an aptitude and skills test?”
“Yes,” I said nervously, much more nervously than I
wanted.
“If you are not familiar with our laws here, we will need
to make sure you know the main differences. I have some
handouts I can give you that cover the highlights.” He
reached to a stack of pigeonholes on the wall behind his desk
and handed me a thick pamphlet. “He’s some info on the
assessment tests. You don’t have implants do you?”
“No sir,” I answered. “Just my ID chip.”
He made a note of that, but asked, “You don’t have
eyewear either?”
“No, I have no net devices on me.”
“Then I don’t need to check them. Net content is
regulated here. Facts must be true or we will block the site if
it’s out of the country, shut it down if not.”
“What about sites that say the world was created in
6642bc.?”
“In the Judeo-Christian creation myth, the bible uses the
word ‘days’ to describe varying periods of time. You must
understand the problem God had in describing billions of
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years to a man who was ignorant of even the primitive
number system used by the Egyptians at the time. Rather than
make Genesis another hundred pages long trying to teach
number theory, they used the word for ‘day’ for each stage of
creation or geological era and moved on to what was
important. 6642bc. is as good as any estimate we have for the
introduction of agriculture in their area, and thus the story of
Adam and Eve, and the real date of the beginning of the
bible.”
I was put up in a barracks for the night, testing would
begin the next day. I was charged a nominal fee for the room
and breakfast, about half what I paid for the lumpy bunk the
night before. I used the evening to read the handouts, starting
with the testing. The tests would determine what my aptitudes
were and what my scholastic skills were. As a first order
approximation, all manufacture was done by robot. Welding,
woodworking and such trades were regarded as artisan skills
here and did not result in gainful employment. Some people
made a living at artisan trades, just as some made their living
at art, sculpture and music, but the government could not
assign me a job in those fields.
I understood that as an immigrant I would be
fingerprinted, retinal printed, DNA’d, photographed.
I understood that I could be assigned a job. I wouldn’t be
forced to take it, I could go where I want and do whatever I
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could to find other work. If I took the assigned job I had to
keep at it for one year before I could return to a Dept. of
Labor office to seek another. I could be dismissed from that
job after thirty days at the employer’s discretion. If I could
not support myself at any time before I became a citizen, I
could claim transport back to my port of entry. If I remained
self supporting and crime free for five years I automatically
became a citizen and could apply for Laurentian ID and
passport. If I committed a serious crime in those five years I
would pay the penalty and then be deported back to my port
of entry.
They sounded very sure that lawbreakers would be
caught. I wondered how they could ever expect to catch
anyone that didn’t have a tracker chip in them? They probably
had trackers of their own that no one even knew about. I
wondered how likely they were to catch someone coming in
with bad intent? The river is patrolled much more heavily on
the American side than the Laurentian but they could well be
using technology instead of soldiers. It could be similar for
law enforcement.
The testing would all be screen based, with an interview
after the initial results were assessed. At that time I would be
told my scores and be given the opportunity to view the jobs I
qualified for. I would pick any I’d accept and my scores
would be sent to the employer. They would return a yes or no
based only on my scores and school/work history (which I
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would supply). I would then pick the one I liked best. The
final step was someone from that company or organization
would interview me. About a third of the jobs were in some
government enterprise, a third were in some sort of
agriculture and a third were in industry but in product design
and testing, even prototype fabrication.
The laws in day to day life were pretty similar, thou shalt
not kill, etc. There was no law saying one had to honor their
parents, no law against adultery, but laws against usury. The
law was quite strict on sexual relations of any level or type
being consensual by all parties involved, but completely
absent on what constitutes sexual relations.
As I knew there would be, there were strict laws against
discrimination by race, sex or age. That was probably what
really set us apart, and was the reason we were set apart at the
beginning. Back in the golden age there had been two
political parties and the socialist one put that language into
American laws, claiming the founding fathers really meant
everyone when they said ‘all men’ and not just ‘all white
males’. After the reformation, those laws had been ‘fixed’ to
state ‘white males’ and then ‘white Men’ meaning those
who’d achieved Manhood. But while the laws changed and
the genocide and ethnic cleansing went on, the occupied
territories that had been ceded to Canada forming Laurentia
kept that as part of their constitution.
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All medical care and medical research was run by the
government. Research was shared with Europe and Brazil and
all the Pacific states. The entire data network from the wall
plug to the cloud space was run by the government and
anything that didn’t pass fact check was blocked or shut
down. Their national firewall was the best on Earth, so they
say. No international site ever got to the national grid, only to
a copy of that grid that was later verified before copying in
any changes. They claim all the missing data on the net in the
USA is due to USA’s own censorship.
Practically all the national revenue was raised by a fixed
rate with offset personal income tax with a bit more coming
from tariffs and other international fees, designed mainly to
keep the trade balance even and not to raise revenue. It is a
crime for an executive or officer in a business entity to sleep
over in his office. I had to look up more info on that. That was
done because executives were building themselves lavish
penthouses atop their corporate towers with heliports, pools,
stages and theaters, sports fields, ad infinitum, and not paying
taxes on the money that built it because it was company
property, not private property.
Panhandling was a crime. Adequate shelters and kitchens
were maintained for the indigent. If elderly, they were put in
homes. Cheating consumers was something they seemed to
come down on. Laurentia didn’t seem to be very probusiness, just as we were taught in economics. I kept that in
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mind when I looked at another handout I’d been given,
Laurentia facts and figures.
Area – 1.65M Sq. Mi.
Population – 417M 2260ad.
GNP – 71.4T
Per Capita – 171K
There were many other stats. There was a list of cities
nearly two hundred entries long from New York at 31.4
million to New London at 1.07 million. Together the cities
over one million made up sixty eight percent of the
population. Cities over one million made up about two
percent of the USA. The rural population of Laurentia and the
USA were about the same, but on half the land. Of course half
of the USA’s land is in the arctic, but half of Laurentia’s is
too.
I had to do some calculations based on the exchange rate
I’d been given when I changed the money from my gun. I had
almost twice as many Laurentian dollars as I had bucks. Even
so, the average income here was over three times my whole
family income. I had to dig deeper. In the USA the few are
very wealthy and the many are getting by. In Laurentia there
was a gradual slope, down to about the level of real income
for boys in the barracks. I wondered where I would fall on
that scale?
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Then I found the catch, the tax rate is 41.7% of all income
over 31,600. The USA has a flat tax at 8.8%. The state sales
taxes are what raises the most revenue. The Laurentian
provinces have very little taxes, they run parks and
amusements, little more than that. The provinces run colleges,
the localities run public schools, but they are federally funded
on a per-pupil basis. The provincial taxes are usually on
tourist things like hotels and meals and are never over 5%.
I had no idea what my pay would be. If it was average, I
would pay a third of my earnings in taxes. If I made what my
father made, even accounting for the exchange rate, I
wouldn’t pay any taxes.
The tests really weren’t that different from the written
parts of the Manhood tests. I didn’t feel threatened at all. We
got about one an hour, reading, writing, math, science and
then some more abstract ones like writing interpretation,
poetry judging and ecology.
At lunch I met some other people taking these tests, three
of them were woman. They were older than me, one might
have been as much as forty. They had all been married, they
had all been hurt, and they were all running away. They had
met in a bus station in Scott’s Bluff, and been looking out for
each other ever since. They had all sold their guns in St.
Louis just like I had.
“What do you think they’re doing with all the guns they
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buy in St. Louis?” one of them asked.
“Probably smuggle them into Laurentia and sell them for
twice as much.”
“I’ll have to buy mine back,” another of them said.
“I’m hoping I won’t need it.”
“Ronnie, we’re just across the river, not into a fairy tale.”
We were at a lunch counter. It was a bit exotic with big
sandwiches on strange breads and salads with chicken, turkey
and fish in them. There were salads wrapped in thin things
like bread crusts in a way, but round and flat and suitable for
wrapping up a salad into a cucumber-shaped thing you could
eat with your hands. It was more expensive than a lunch
would have been at that diner on the south side of Marshall,
but less than the fine steak place in the center of town. The
girls were more enthusiastic about it than I was, but I have to
admit it wasn’t bad.
They told me their stories over lunch, each had been the
victim of a mean man, two of them showed me scars. They
were desperate to get to a place where the law was on their
side instead of saying it is a family problem and not a matter
for the law.
I really hadn’t thought about what that legal situation
meant from a woman’s point of view before. I’d always
thought she had the choice to marry a mean man or a kind
man and chose the mean man for his money. But I’d already
seen what happened with Deb when I failed to win Manhood,
103

given as a third wife two days after the fight. Before my
failure to win Manhood was even official. Obviously her dad
had the arrangements already made far in advance. I wonder
what would have happened if I’d managed to win thru? He
must have known I had a decent chance. If Corky hadn’t
surprised me in fencing I’d have made it.
Would this be Deb’s fate? Would she be brave enough to
get away if it was? Would I by some chance, ever meet her
over here if she did? Would she stay there and endure it? She
was a very tough girl, in spite of her soft skin. Her bruises
would be big and ugly but she would endure them stoically. I
would hate for that to be her fate.
I was disgusted with myself that I never felt this before. It
had been a fact of life. It was accepted by everyone in town
but then everyone in town was an upstanding, God fearing,
church going American and would never hit their wife, who
they all loved dearly. But then two of these woman told how
they were forced to present that image to their own towns in
their own churches and to hide the pain of their bruises
behind their smiles as they hid their bruises beneath strict,
chaste clothing as they chatted after church. How much of
this went on in Livrick? I wondered. How much at the
outlying farms where big men might have a half dozen wives
and twenty children, an hour from help.
How much of the sunny, happy, positive thinking life I
dreamed of was a fraud, just a cardboard set with a brutal
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reality behind it? What if the men in the bunkhouse were
abused and forced to keep still about it? What if there were
floggings and beheadings out there somewhere? I would have
never known would I? The story of these women made me
question the reality I had known even more than the loss of
Manhood did.
We went back to testing after lunch. There were pictures
of pieces of cardboard with creases in them for folds. We had
to pick what shape they would fold into. I wondered if they
ever had such simple things to do in their economy? I had to
double check that there wasn’t some trick. There was a little
virtual baseball. There was one where we had to chose colors
for each province on a map of Laurentia. I kept focusing on
what they’d said over and over, the questions are often not
right and wrong but discerning of aptitudes and interests. I sat
thru it til dinner.
Dinner was with the same three girls, but I wasn’t as
included in their conversation now because they’d had a little
time to go virtual apartment hunting and were rather excited
at what they’d found.
Ronnie wondered, “Do we know if any of them are
anywhere near where we’ll be assigned?”
“We don’t know where we’ll be assigned.”
“It will probably be in a city,” another said.
“I liked that one with the little restaurants and shops in the
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bottom of the building.”
“I only saw one of those and it was really expensive.”
“I wonder what our pay will be?”
“Probably nowhere near enough.”
I slept alone in that barracks again, worried about the
evaluation and didn’t sleep as much as I would like. I
wondered how much of my future was dependent on what
happened the next day. I didn’t sit with those women at
breakfast, I was down much earlier than they. I tried to
dawdle, went to the waiting room and fidgeted for over an
hour before Ronnie came in.
“Where’s your friends?” I asked.
“Engaging in some acts they’ve just found are legal here.”
“That you won’t be engaging in.”
“No, I’m still hoping for the one man, one woman thing. I
was from Montana, I think it’s had harems since Washington
fell.”
Almost two hundred years ago. “I am too,” I said,
knowing it sounded like fishing, but I didn’t think anything
serious would happen with this woman who was going on ten
years older than me. “Not from Montana but hoping for one
and one.”
The inner door opened, a girl asked, “Who was here
first?”
Ronnie said I was, she asked me to come in. “Ellis will be
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ready for you in just a couple minutes, you can have a seat
here until he’s off the phone.” That seat was her desk guest
chair. She wasn’t the same girl I saw before, this was a rather
large African girl, charcoal dark, with dozens of tiny little
braids in her relatively short hair. She wasn’t overweight, she
was just big but with a perfect womanly shape. She had
smooth skin, a pretty face if you tuned out the color, and a
wide and happy smile.
I vowed I would not treat her like she was subhuman. “I
guess this is a good day for you?”
“Oh yeah. One more day til Mox Udolf comes to town.
I’ve already got tickets for me and my special.”
“That’s some kind of celebrity?”
“He’s the most retro of the House Emcees. His roots go
back to when the year began with a one.”
“There is a lot of old stuff here.”
“We escaped the burning on this side of the river.”
I talked with her awhile. She was the first African I had
seen up close and talked with. She was not fat, dumb, smelly
or crude. She was different, you could barely find makeup
and costume artists in the USA who could create aliens for
science fiction movies as different as she looked, but her
conversation was completely one hundred percent human.
She was at least as intelligent and well educated as Deb and
well ahead of Jill. This made me think even harder about
everything I’d been told all my life.
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I was ushered even farther into the offices. Mr Chandra,
Ellis Chandra I presume, sat me down at his desk again,
opened my folder on his desk and said, “Congratulations
Darryl, you’ve done very well. You’ve got more aptitude than
acquired skill, but if you’re willing to accept an
apprenticeship there are many interesting opportunities a
young man like you can take.”
“Wow,” was all I could say. “Do I need a lot of money? I
have less than six hundred left.”
“You could start as soon as Monday on some of these.” It
was Thursday now, that would be soon enough unless I didn’t
get paid until I’d been there thirty days.
“What can I do?” I asked.
“Are you willing to take an apprenticeship?”
“Yes, if I can afford it.”
“Oh you get paid as an apprentice, it’s not much, but
enough to get by.”
“Then yes, of course.”
“Good.” He put a sheaf of three papers down. “None of
those pay enough more than an apprenticeship to be worth
your time, and an apprenticeship will take you almost as far
as a good college.”
I smiled and nodded.
“So these two have openings Monday,” he said, “all these
others in the next few weeks, and these at the start of the
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semester, which you just missed. Classes start Monday, but
you had to check in Friday. The next semester starts in early
January, you could easily make that.”
“I can’t live til then on six hundred dollars.”
“No, but it is a good career, you will be trained to be a
materials planner. That can lead to being purchasing manager
of a factory. It’s near here in Chicago, the second largest city
in the country.”
“What starts Monday?”
“This one on assembly robot programming, they’ll train
you to drive robots, and this one on forensic accounting,
they’ll train you to investigate financial fraud.”
I had never had a great love of robots, but I knew nothing
of the other. Should I take the one I didn’t like but could at
least visualize, or should I take the one I knew nothing about?
“What can you tell me about them? Where do I have to
go, how can I afford going?”
“The Assembly Robot Programming is in Windsor
Ontario, which is just about part of Detroit, the fifth largest
city in the country.”
“How cold is it there?”
“Now? It’s late summer, it’ll be low eighties. Mid winter,
maybe zero.”
“And the other?”
“It’s in Hartford New England. Maybe the fiftieth largest
city in the country, second in New England I think.”
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“So that’s a much smaller city?”
“Than Detroit, yeah, a tenth of Detroit, a fifteenth of
Chicago and a twentieth of New York. I’ve heard it’s cute
with lots of historic buildings and streets.”
“And how cold is it?”
“Now, eighties, winter, maybe down to plus ten once or
twice a year. It’s a climate zone warmer than Detroit or
Chicago.”
“What’s the job like?”
“It could be anything from dredging the net to pouring
over documents. It’s a lot of phone calls, personal contact.
There are a lot of women in the field so you have to be able to
interact with them as equals, that might be difficult from
someone from Usa.”
I didn’t like that, it is pronounced Yuessay not Uhssuh. I
had to let it go by. “I’m pretty sure I can do that. I had a
girlfriend all thru high school who made sure I learned that
lesson.”
He chuckled a bit. “So let me give you some paperwork
on the program, I’ll submit your numbers to both these
programs just in case, I’m sure they’ll both provisionally
accept you, then you can chose whichever one you want. I’ll
print pamphlets and applications for both. You only need to
fill out the one for the one you’ll accept. I’ll have to give you
paper since you don’t have a phone.” He handed me the
paperwork as soon as it came out of the machine behind him.
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“But before you go, do you want to consider any of these
programs that might start in a week or two?”
“Not if I get accepted to one of these.”
“You’ll get accepted to both of these, look over the
pamphlets and fill out an application.”
Ronnie came in as I was leaving, the other two were in
the waiting room. I didn’t know what changes I should look
for in someone who’s just engaged in homosexual activity.
They looked the same as they did yesterday, even wearing the
same clothes. I went back to my room and read over the
materials. Either city made Wichita look like a shopping mall.
The office was on a hanger line in each case, the building in
Hartford was bigger, old ivy-covered bricks, the one in
Windsor was newer and probably made from one of those
building block kits.
The book learning subjects were ones I’d done well in,
math mainly. There would be apps with user interfaces to
learn, rules to follow, puzzles to solve. I knew I would
probably do better at driving robots, but my distaste for them
and what they were doing to humanity caused me to be ever
more sure of the other. I decided more from the ‘in our
neighborhood’ pictures than the coursework itself. The
forensic accounting was much more abstract, but much more
varied and much more human oriented. Interviewing Skills
was one of the classes. I knew I wasn’t as good at that as
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mechanics, but that was something I wanted to do more than
mechanics. If it had been anything else mechanical but robots
I probably would have taken it even so.
It was less than an hour before I was called back to Mr
Chandra’s office. “As I suspected, both programs have
accepted your scores, do you have an application filled out?”
I had filled out the one for the accounting, there were
more attractive women in their brochure. I handed it over.
He looked it over. “I’ll have Sharie key this in, they’ll
have it in twenty minutes. Once they’ve seen it they’ll want a
phone interview, but that’s just to see you’re a real person and
not just a set of numbers.”
“The system is capable of simulating a human via phone.”
“We have to trust that some computers are still on our
side,” Mr. Chandra said. “This program will be seventy five
percent screen time, are you sure you’re ready for that?”
“The other will be ninety five percent screen time,” I
replied.
He only shrugged.
The phone interview was with a woman. She was about
sixty, grey haired, and I honestly couldn’t tell what race she
was from. She was healthy enough, and was probably striking
in her youth. She was dressed in a brightly-patterned serape
with a wide belt trimmed with turquoise.
“So what books have you read lately?” she asked.
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I listed my senior year textbooks.
“What about for entertainment? What do you do?”
“My friends and I were into Doom Raider last year, but
I’m really getting over it.”
“Ever read mystery novels?”
“A few. We read a Sherlock Holmes story in the original
Victoian English in eleventh grade.”
“Do crossword puzzles?”
“I can, we don’t see them much. I’m great at mazes, a
maze on a place mat is history as soon as I sit down.”
“What about if you are in one and can’t look down on it?”
“I’ve never been inside one, only seen them printed on
place mats.”
“There are video games of mazes, ever play those?” she
asked.
“Yeah, they’re too simple to keep us occupied for very
long.” It’s the same thing, you just have to walk around and
build up the aerial view in your head.”
“What if it was too big to fit in your head?”
“Then I’d have to have pencil and paper to solve it.”
She put a piece of paper down, picked up another. “What
are your goals for your life?”
How should I answer that? Is it like America where such a
question is simply a test of your lying ability? You must say
that your only goal in life is to serve the first company that
gives you a chance, and they will judge you on how well you
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pull off that lie. There was also the fact that there would be a
course on interviews in this program. “My lifelong goal is to
be as useful as possible and to bring my company forward in
whatever endeavor we undertake.”
She looked at me quizzically, looked down at the
paperwork some more and laughed. “Ah, a refugee from
Uhssuh,” I was going to have to get used to that
pronunciation I guess, “it’s not like that here. I know you
wouldn’t be here looking like you do if you weren’t a worker
bee, but it’s not like that here, you don’t have to be an alpha
male to have a life.
“What that means to us?” she continued. “That question is
not a test of your ability to lie with a straight face, that
question is meant to help us put you in the slot where you will
do best.”
I just nodded.
“So lets start again, what are your goals in life?”
“To raise a family.”
“At your age?”
“I don’t mean get someone pregnant tonight, I mean when
I’m you’re age, forgive me, I hope my children are grown and
healthy.”
“No offense taken, just be careful I don’t start on pictures
of my grandkids.”
“I’m sure they’re lovely.”
“That’s not a test of lying ability either,” she said. “You
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don’t have the least notion what they’re really like.”
“Sorry ma’am.”
“You can lighten up, pretend I’m a friend of your
mother’s.”
“That wouldn’t make me lighten up.”
“What would?” she asked.
“This is about as lightened as I’ve ever been.”
“Even when gaming with your friends.”
“No,” I said, “maybe not.”
“Good, then lets go there. We’ve just interrupted this
game, you’re home safe, you can just tell me what you really
feel.”
“My life goal is to raise a good family, my immediate
goal is to get this apprenticeship and make you proud of your
investment, and that’s not a lie. I was raised to appreciate my
gifts, pay my debts, thank my benefactors and give thanks to
our Lord for the privilege to be alive to do it.”
She sighed. “I’m with you on that, to be honest, I’ve been
blessed with life also, a bit more than you’ve seen to be
honest. We all thank God in one way or another, but some of
us aren’t so vocal about it.
“We’ve got a seat for you on the maglev in the morning,
that will get you in here tomorrow evening. You’ll have to
change trains in Springfield, your ticket will show you where
to go. They’ll print your tickets there, you’ll pick them up at
the station in the morning. You’ve got a twenty minute ride in
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an autocab to get to the maglev, so you better dial the cab by
five thirty so you have time to get aboard, it pulls out at six
thirteen.”
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6. Arrival
The maglev did not really catch on until a shoe was
developed that could ride the existing rails. The inductor was
easy, it was the hyper-compliant active suspension that took
the engineering. The cars had two rows of seats facing each
other, about twenty on a side. The average time between stops
was only half an hour, but they flew along at close to three
hundred MPH if the track was reasonably smooth. The car
was less than half full most of the time. This was the southern
route across the country, thru Indianapolis and Cleveland,
Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse and Albany. There was a notice
about the ongoing insurgency in the Poconos and Catskills. I
saw little of any of the cities, we went thru most of them in
tunnels, and my destination was no exception. Most of the
trip we saw little green hills packed with old houses and small
buildings, many built from those kits. I could see a few of the
ancient towers of this city before we went underground, but
as soon as we began slowing, the city closed in around, and
finally above the track. It was very soon after that however
when the speakers announced that we were in Hartford and
passengers had two minutes to debark.
So on Friday, the twenty eighth of August, 2268 I got out
of the maglev at an ancient rail station that was actually
above ground. There were 20th century glass and steel
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skyscrapers still standing all around, most of them pretty well
maintained. They had been patched many times and the
concrete was often thick with moss but their windows were in
and the rooms inside looked occupied. Hanger lines
converged, looped, ran over and under each other on the plaza
in front of the station. There were multiple levels of
pedestrian way. There were lanes for pedal bikes and trikes.
There were very few motor vehicles. Delivery trucks were the
most common, livery cars second. They ran in streams in a
near tunnel beside the station and on the street in front of it.
They were all electric of course. You just about had to be in
the forest service to get a permit to run an internal
combustion engine in Laurentia.
I had learned on the way that I was now in Laurentia’s
third most populous province, New England, in New
England’s second largest city, Hartford. Instead of Wards or
Boroughs, the city is made up of townships; New Britain,
Newington, Wethersfield, Rocky Hill, Glastonbury Center,
East Farmington, West Hartford, Hartford, East Hartford,
Manchester, Vernon, Bloomfield, Windsor, Windsor Locks
and Warehouse Point. One point four million in 2260. They
are served by a highly rated water system that celebrated its
three hundredth anniversary decades ago, and the oldest and
most ubiquitous hanger system in the world. Today all major
cities have more miles of track, but this is a mid size city, a
small town in California or Asia today. It is still a major
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manufacturing center for hangers and hanger parts but that is
all done by robots.
The biggest city I had seen in my life before this was
Wichita and at the turn of the millennium Wichita and
Hartford had been similar in size. Today none of the great 20th
century towers survived in Wichita. There were monumental
buildings, the baseball stadium, the hospital, but none of them
were taller than the water tower. There were a few ancient
skyscrapers in Kaysee but most of them were gone. Here, as
well as the ancient towers, I saw there was a new one being
constructed over the tunnel that the motor vehicle route went
thru. That building would have a courtyard atop this train
station and a wide stairway down to the plaza I was facing.
That courtyard was level with a street on the hill beyond the
motorway.
Across the side street, which was choked with pedestrians
and little three-wheel autocabs that would only fit two if she
was on his lap, was a large pavilion with a sign above it
called Union Place. It had a plaza in front of it. On the station
side of the plaza was the brownstone wall with the track
going out of the city. That was probably four hundred years
old, like the brownstone shell of the station itself. On the
other side was an ancient hotel, at least eight stories,
advertizing rooms by the hour, day or week with a screen
showing the lavish beds and baths, and the view from the
balcony. That overlooked the far side of the plaza, a wide
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street with a park on the far side. An amazing fairy castle with
a tower in the middle capped by a gold dome stood on a hill
on the far side of that park. That was backed up by a
neighborhood solidly filled in with normal sized city
buildings. There were more towers in the distance beyond.
The maglev train had passed thru many cities like this but
usually in tunnels where I saw very little. This was the first
time I ever set foot in a place like this.
In the pavilion a drum band was playing. I could tell it
was happening from out here, I would have to go into the
pavilion to really be part of it. There were a good number of
people in there and the music was pretty weird, but
danceable, and a lot of people were doing so. It was just after
dinner on a Friday so this was a pretty good crowd. My body
was still thinking it was six in the afternoon so I was just
about ready for dinner.
That hotel across the way was close, and I had a big load
of luggage I didn’t want to haul very far. It would fit in the
rack of one of these little autocabs, but I wasn’t sure I wanted
to be out in traffic in one of those little things, somewhat
smaller than Hiam’s trike. I didn’t have anywhere better to go
so I trundled across the square, trying not to swivel head at
everything. I wouldn’t have called it a party atmosphere, but
it was clearly evening, even though the sun was still pretty
high.
There were quite a few umbrella tables scattered on this
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plaza, and some exotic women at them free of any visible
escort. They were usually in groups of two or three at these
tables, the groups of men were larger. The groups of men and
women were larger yet and took up more than one table in a
couple cases. Not all these women could be prostitutes, in
truth they looked like office workers. Many were wearing
pants or shorts.
There were lots of old people also sitting with cups of
beer and listening to the music from the next row of tables
just outside the pavilion. No one took particular notice of a
young man with a crew cut and a stack of bags on a wheel
rack walking across the square. There was no way they could
judge my garb. I saw sari’s and loincloths, bikinis and
officewear. The elderly were in leotards and half-jackets for
the most part. Some of them could still dance also.
In the hotel lobby there were separate desks and elevators
for short term and long. For what it would cost for a day in
Kaysee I could get a week here.
“But what is the room like?” I had to ask.
“The weeklies are on seven and eight on the park, that’s
south. They’re eighteen by fourteen feet, plus office, closet,
bath and dressing areas adding another eighteen by six.” He
was looking at a screen projected on the desk. “We have one
with a king bed, one with a convertible king, one with two
queens, and one with a queen and convertible queen.”
“Are the electronics included?”
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“There’s a firewalled net socket in each room. There’s
public and unpoliced wireless available on every balcony
from as many providers as your chip has protocol drivers
for.”
“I don’t have a device.”
“There’s public terminals in that room over there. I’m
sorry they’re not the most up-to-date, I wouldn’t do anything
sensitive with them, as I wouldn’t on the open wireless.”
“How good is your firewall?” I asked.
“It’s not going to withstand a big time national program,
but the average dredger won’t get in.”
I got the room, unpacked what I needed to and went back
down to that pavilion to find supper. By now the drum circle
had broken up and an actual band was on the stage. They
looked Caribbean, but with more electronics. They they had
good rhythm with a lot of hand drums, and two sets of hang
drums but were a sort of spacey reggae in sound.
Behind the stage were a few old buildings that had been
combined into a maze of stalls of food vendors, like a do-ityourself food court. It had a decidedly Latin American Hippie
atmosphere, with an overtone of Tibetan. I looked around for
anything familiar, hoping for something safe like meatloaf
and greens with mashed potatoes. That wasn’t happening.
There was almost as much Asian food as California, with
several woks roaring on one aisle, but that was only a third of
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the dishes that came with rice. There were almost as many
that came with sorghum or quinoa. I saw more food
categories than I thought there could be on this Earth when I
was halfway thru the area. There were lots of beans, lots of
tortillas and tortilla chips, lots of pulled pork and chicken on
rolls or in thick, chewy pancakes. I got one of those with a
side of creamed corn from a guy who was lighter than I was
but with dreadlocks and full lips. I eventually found my way
out of the maze of adjoining buildings and to a walkway that
lead back to the plaza.
In the first bite I understood that they liked the flavor
turned up here, even the creamed corn had some pretty bold
spice in it, the pulled pork sandwich was as spicy as tailgate
wings. If it wasn’t for the cheese, I might not have been able
to take it.
I got to look at the people who lived here while I took my
time with this gustatory adventure. I could see that almost no
one was pure blood anything. That there had once been three
populations was still evident, but most were a combination of
the three, light coffee in color, loose dark curls, delicate facial
features and a healthy dose of athleticism, even among the
elderly. There weren’t as many fat people as you see in
Marshall, or even worse, at the fair. Those in the crowd that
weren’t actively dancing were bobbing.
There was one other person eating alone, but he was in
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communication. He had a little boom mic, an eyepiece and an
earbud, and he was there, not here having dinner. I was glad
to be here. I was being entertained by watching three girls at
the next table. They were probably older, they could be out of
college already, if they went, and they looked like they did.
One had long, straight, near-blond hair like Deb. She had a bit
more shape than Deb, or maybe was just a bit more slender.
Her face was far different, her nose wider, lips fuller, and eyes
a pale amber instead of sky blue. She was almond in color,
and quite stately if not quite beautiful. The other two looked
and dressed like they gotten off an airship from Nigeria a few
hours ago. I fantasized that they were part of the royal family,
they were dressed fancy enough to be.
I decided I could consider the light skinned one with hair
like Deb to be attractive. The two girls with her had much
more flamboyant figures but I still didn’t find them appealing.
Maybe I was worried they were stronger than me? I wondered
if I would judge every woman based on how much she looked
like Deb? If I did, I would have a hard time. Finding someone
with her hair was a score. If I couldn’t get passed her, what
did it matter where I lived? I could have been a worker bee
back in the USA and not had to give up my culture and
people on the off chance I could start a family here.
While the food was unfamiliar and boisterous, it was
good. The music was weird, but also good and I felt myself
get drawn into it. A lot of girls were pretty provocatively
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dressed, and watching them dance was quite a show. I noticed
most spoke English, but with words in the order of French or
Spanish, so they said, ‘cabin green’ rather than ‘green cabin’.
I was going to have a hard time with that. The waitress did it,
I had to internally translate.
There were a lot of delivery trucks, most of them carry a
quarter boxcar box with the manager nearly standing in a thin
cabin ahead of it. The eight wheels had their own steering,
suspension and motor, driven by the steering processor. The
autocabs were the minnows around them. They didn’t go as
fast, but were faster than the pedaled bikes and trikes that
were also heavy in the traffic.
The heaviest traffic was the hangers. At least four lines
had stations here and their shadows flickered across the
square and on the face of the hotel. There were elevators to
the platforms on either side of the pavilion. The courtyard of
the building under construction would be at that level to step
into the hanger car. The elevators were full coming down on
each side of the hanger platform. I could hear the traffic on
the major motor vehicle route in the tunnel, but with all of
this it was much quieter than Hendrik’s parking lot in
Marshall. The light was starting to get orange now, it was
seven thirty PM locally.
The table behind me had what I thought was a family,
mother, father, two grown children, their spouses and a few
grandchildren. They were almost white, some with curly hair,
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and one of the in-laws was as Caucasian as I was. Having
finished dinner, they took out a couple joints and talked about
the concert they were about to see. They didn’t give any to
the grandchildren, I was glad to see. The grandchildren were
competing to see who could spot the most different kinds of
autotaxi. A policeman came by as they sat there, one of the
mothers offered him a hit.
He declined saying, “I still get randoms.”
New England joined Canada, where it was already legal,
as a single province in 2097, during the occupation, with the
cooperation and support of the Nigerian government. It had
been legal at the state level in New England since the 21st
century, I didn’t know just when. That just pushed the burden
of marijuana enforcement onto the federal government and
causing the taxpayers in republican states where it wasn’t a
problem to be used paying policemen in the socialist states
where marijuana use was a problem.
The cop was strolling casually, but he was alert, I had no
doubt what-so-ever in my beady little mind, that he knew I’d
just gotten off the maglev from the USA. He walked over,
asked, “Do you have somewhere to go?”
“I’ve got a room for the week. Monday I start as a trial
apprentice at the health processing center.”
“How are you doing so far?” he asked. He seemed very
jovial and folksy, but his eyes weren’t missing anything. He
was a bit portly but muscular with a round head and short
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fuzz for hair and beard and skin like the black keys on a
piano.
I held up the last of this pulled pork in a pancake and said,
“This ain’t meat loaf and mashed potatoes.”
He gave a deep chuckle, “Guess not.” He patted me on
the shoulder as he turned and walked on by. I didn’t know if
I’d just passed a security check, or been served notice that as
a possible agent of a possibly hostile government, I would be
watched. I wondered how many cameras there were here?
The mothers at the table behind me soon rounded up the
children with, “come on, we’re going to the show.”
“We get to go on the carousel,” one of the kids said.
“More than once,” another one said.
The pedestrian bridge was the other side of this plaza
from the railroad bridge, they were soon on the steps to that.
The kids were of an age where the steps weren’t a challenge
anymore unless they ran up them full speed. I could see there
were a lot of people congregating in the park on the far side,
thousands. It wasn’t possible to have a crowd in the open like
that in the USA where guns were legal. I saw what a
statement just a few good ole boys with military rifles could
make here.
Perhaps I should have headed over there after I finished
eating, but truthfully I was exhausted and overwhelmed. I
could hear the concert distantly from the room. It was
different, part rock, part classical, part opera. I slept well for a
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few hours, but long after the concert ended the halls became a
bit rowdy as those taking rooms by the hour partied on their
way in and out.
My first day on the job was Monday and I had to locate
the office where I was to report. The substandard terminal in
the hotel data room was a generation beyond what I’d used at
home and easily found the address on a map. It was less than
a mile from the hotel. I spent Saturday looking at apartments
within walking distance or a short hanger ride of the office. I
soon found that if I wanted to walk to work I’d have to accept
being in an area where most of the structures were ancient
and few of the people were pure blood Caucasian. The
apartments themselves were fine, most of them old but solid.
I could probably deal with the dated fixtures, the apartments
themselves were a little more solid than the home we had in
Livrick, though smaller. I could deal with the prices, a
quarter of my income would get me plenty of space in decent
condition. They didn’t have outdoor space, most of them less
than two hundred years old did, but in this area those were
mainly family condos and well outside my price range. I had
no indication at all that anyone would be hostile to my
presence, but I would be the only pure blood Anglo in the
building in every one I looked at except one. I spotted a
biracial couple in one of them.
I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. I wondered what level
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of non-whites in the neighborhood I would be comfortable
with. I wondered if this was a de-facto reservation, like in Old
South. I saw no evidence that it was bounded in any way, and
I wondered how far it went. Downtown, which began at the
railroad bridge, was mainly Caucasian, or anyway,
Caucasianish, and some apartments downtown were down
right spectacular. Many were in the preserved ancient towers.
I looked at one twenty eight stories up but a like amount over
my budget. There were some I could afford, but they were
smaller than I hoped to have and down in the gloom between
the soaring edifices around them.
Sunday I took the hanger into what I expected to be a
suburban township, it was fifteen miles to the east with two
townships in between. It took fifteen minutes while I watched
mile after mile of city go by. I had never been on a hanger
before and the ride was thrilling, beautiful and serene. There
is a system in Kaysee but I have never been there, much less
been on it. This was well used, a bit dirty but not as bad as the
buses in Wichita. Most of the city out here was blocks of two
to six story townhouses or ancient brick buildings. Streets
were winding or tangled and steep. The hangers were on the
avenues, which usually had a median and wide sidewalks
with vendors and fruit sellers. There were trees everywhere,
balconies and window boxes were full of flowers, the
medians had flowering shrubs and lush grass. It was more
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like pictures I had seen of Europe than anything in the USA. I
passed within sight of a few farms but they were quite small.
I passed an area of homes like I grew up in, although much
older, but just about all their yard space was devoted to
gardens.
I found Anglo’s to be a little more common out there, but
I was not out of the city. There were four room townhouses in
various sizes and shapes within my price range, but it was an
expensive hanger ride I wouldn’t want to do every day.
Riding a little way back toward downtown I got into a hilly
section where the streets weren’t in blocks, but circles and
loops. There were some ancient buildings full of retail space
around an ancient mall, but most of the area was many blocks
of pre-fab apartment towers less than a hundred years old
with elevators, balconies and common space with gyms, play
space and child care, family homes too expensive for me.
The people of the neighborhood were more uniform than
most and much nearer the average for the city. I was struck by
how close they were in looks to the Native Americans who
had been here ten thousand years ago. Their hair was curlier,
that was the only really noticeable difference. The
neighborhood was called ‘Buckland Hills’ and there was a lot
of posters for neighborhood events.
A few blocks beyond I found one I could afford. It had
once been a nice little place on the third floor with a balcony
and lots of extras, but it was an ancient wood-frame building
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with manual control water taps, wall mounted screens and
stains running down the walls in places. Its floors sagged,
being over two hundred years old. The complex had a pool, a
clubhouse and an exercise room. They were in a building two
blocks away, the complex was probably six blocks long. The
machines in the gym had probably come with the
construction crew, they looked almost like medieval torture
devices and were nearly as corroded as some that had been
found lost at sea. Most of the people in the area were white,
but they looked to be poorer than the average in the city. A
skinny, stingy-haired blond went by on the sidewalk below
the balcony pushing a stroller while cursing like a drunken
sailor at her phone.
I got back on the hanger and headed back to the center of
the city. The USA is not an urbanized nation in 2268. Wichita
might have a few hundred thousand residents, most of them
single men in barracks. What Men there were had single
family homes on a sixteenth of an acre. Even Dallas, the
capital and largest city by far, is all single family homes on a
sixteenth of an acre. I hadn’t expected to find that here, but I
expected ninety percent of the city would be single family
homes. It was more like thirty percent of the city.
As I slid over the city streets on the way back, I did notice
for the first time that churches were common. Of course a city
like this could not have one huge church for everyone, even a
ballpark could never hold them all. I noticed that there were
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other churches I hadn’t recognized at first. In Kansas, at least,
a church must be recognizable. It must be white with a
pitched roof and a steeple. There were plenty of those here,
but there were plenty built of brick and stone, still others of
glass, steel, concrete and even the kit blocks.
In the USA after the fall of Washington one of the first
things the restored government had done with the new
constitution was make the Dominion Baptist denomination
the official American church. We would never make the
mistake of separating church and state again. Other Christian
denominations were allowed but they were not tax exempt,
they got no government moneys and their people were
ineligible for government jobs, including teachers. Every
school was required to have an ordained Dominion Baptist
minister on the staff. That person could and should also be the
religion teacher. I wondered what I would find here, I knew it
would be different. From what I’d been told the schools here
taught militant secularism.
This was probably the third Sunday in my life I had not
been to church. I’d been too sick twice as a kid. I would have
to look into something. I wondered if they had a Baptist
church anywhere in the city. I had time to look it up on the
ride if I had a device, but the trip back had switched me onto
a different track, one that took me not over a city street but
over a huge motorway of a dozen lanes. Even on Sunday it
was busy with delivery vans and autocabs. There were quite a
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few private cars and trucks also, at least one of every four
vehicles. Coming over a hill there was a spectacular view of
the city center from five miles away. I’d never seen anything
like it in real life before. I wondered how I would feel if I was
in any of the really big cities of the world like Manaus or Sao
Luis? I knew Chicago was much larger, but I saw little of it
from a railroad station two stories underground. The
difference of this new life I’d chosen was starting to sink in.
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7. New Hire
Monday was supposed to be given over to orientation, but
most of the morning was given over to in-processing. The
health processing department campus was bucolic. It was
another ancient cloister with gnarled old trees on the grounds.
Mossy paving stone paths lead to ivy covered brick walls.
They were many stories tall but not into the sky like the ones
downtown. The grass was deep green, a few very tame sheep
were keeping it expertly trimmed. Every sidewalk was lined
with flower beds with trellises too high for the sheep to cross.
At the hanger station from downtown I noticed three girls
close to my age. There aren’t as many young people here, I
was just noticing that also. These three were together, and
they got off within seconds of me at the health processing
office. The prettiest even gave me a quick smile as she turned
to go to somewhere down the hall. She might have been of
Italian ancestry, but she definitely wasn’t Hispanic. She had
thick, dark brown hair, a nose just a tad larger than average,
beautiful skin and an excellent figure. Her friends were fine
looking also, with lighter hair and not quite the curves, but
pretty faces.
I went thru interminable lines, got lectured on department
policy, with quite a bit more emphasis on the evils of sexual
harassment than I expected to hear. Maybe it was because
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almost all the women working here were middle aged,
whether Caucasian, African or Latina, and the few young
girls of all ethnicities got way too much attention. Almost all
the men working here were middle aged, but few looked the
type to prop a can of beer on their gut while watching the
game. Suits were rare, but slacks were universal. I was glad I
didn’t wear jeans, but this is a paperwork processing facility
after all.
It was almost lunch time before I was lead to my section.
It was quite a distance, over a bridge to a building across the
street and onto another block behind a taller building. I
arrived there to be greeted by one of the girls I saw on the
hanger platform. She wasn’t the one I really noticed. This girl
was the lightest of them with long hair in a pony tail. It was
that color that tried to be blond but didn’t quite make it. The
color that was now a streaky blond in the summer. She
couldn’t stifle a laugh when we were introduced. She was
Cheryl, the office manager.
“I saw you on the platform,” I said questioningly,
wondering what the laughter was about. My clothes were fine
unless there was some small detail in the office that had to be
adhered to. The H.R. flunky who brought me over gave
Cheryl a very abbreviated salute and went on his way.
“Oh yeah,” she choked.
“What?” he asked.
“We knew an American was coming in today and when
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we saw you we were taking bets whether it would be you or
not. I won.”
“What gave it away?”
“Jill and Heather both said you were too young and buff
to be an immigrant, but I went with the ‘G’ on your polo
shirt.”
“Ah,” I said. The packers were probably the oldest
professional sports franchise in the world today.
“So we’ve got you a cube over here,” she lead the way
down an aisle away from the windows, that was a little
disappointing. She didn’t go far. “It’s a little bigger than you
get in phone support but not exactly the corner office.” It was
about the size of a full bathroom, with a built in desk along
two walls and two tall file cabinets on the other. “Those file
cabinets are already pretty full. When Charlie retired we had
nowhere else to put his cases. You might want to refer to them
sometimes, Charlie was good. He nailed down the Wind
River fraud and the Homestead Physician’s Network case.”
“I’m just a trainee I thought?” I asked.
“Oh you’ll be taking cases in a couple weeks. Anyway,
you’ve got these storage lockers,” They were up over the
desk. Everything in here was built before the occupation.
They were full of dents and scratches, large sections of paint
worn off, scars where several generations of fixtures had been
screwed or taped on. “We cleaned them out at least, and the
desk. Charlie had the oldest machine in the building, he ran
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so much of his stuff from Android apps. It drove Kevin nuts.
He’s our IT guy. You’ll meet him at lunch and he’ll set you up
with a screen and keyboard after. We’re going out today in
honor of the new hire,” she pointed at me. “Hope you like
Brazilian.”
Kevin, the IT guy, had a plexiglass bubble of a minivan
and took six of us a few blocks down the street that ran under
the complex and a few blocks over. It was a very Latin street.
Most signs were in Spanish. There were craft shops, fortune
tellers, small markets, lots of restaurants, slow traffic and
very crowded parking. The building blocks had been used to
build six story apartments right behind the ancient
commercial buildings, and for blocks down each side street in
the area. They were festooned with colorful laundry, covered
with vines and flowers. I had spicy ribs, rice and beans, exotic
fruit and a sweet drink a bit like a rum margarita.
Ted Mallow was the lead investigator. He was tall and
gaunt, about sixty with short curls of grey hair and a phlemy
voice. I figured he was African, but he was hardly darker than
me. He wasn’t much of a talker and had a rather sour
disposition. I worried about that because he would be my
mentor. Kevin was jolly, a bit overweight, a dedicated father
and a dedicated dungeon master in an acting group that met
every Tuesday night. Brian Liggett was the group leader. He
was an investigator himself, but after only a few minutes of
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knowing him I guessed he had been promoted to get his
fingers out of the cases themselves. He was forty something,
tried to look younger and couldn’t keep his eyes off Cheryl.
For her part she seemed to know he was harmless, the long
lecture on harassment should have made sure of that. I
wondered if Bryan was the cause of that lecture. She sat next
to me, between me and Kevin. There were six other
researchers we could call on if we needed, but most of the
time they ground away on background stats under Brian’s
direction, and they weren’t here today.
Cheryl had invited her two friends from the hanger
platform, Heather Entoval, who had picked the restaurant
because her uncle owned it, and Jill Marinski, a girl of mainly
Russian ancestry who had the same look as Cheryl only
blonder. Kind of similar to Jill Bailey, Deb’s friend from
school in a way. These girls were older, on close inspection
Heather might be thirty.
I mentioned my house hunting woes. Ted told me about
apartments in Glastonbury Center that he knew of. That was
about ten minutes from the office on a hanger. The remainder
of the lunch conversation was about what I should do for an
apartment with most of them saying I needed to make sure it
had some outdoor space, restaurants and cafes in walking
distance and a hanger station within walking distance. It
turned out Kevin was the only one with a motor vehicle and a
single family home, outside the city in Outer Glastonbury.
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The afternoon I spent with Kevin, installing software,
getting a tour of the in-house resources and trying to pretend I
hadn’t forgotten how to use a screen.
“How’s the politics in Uhssah these days?” he asked.
“It’s ‘The Yuessay,’” I said, “like ‘The Ukraine’ and ‘the
Left Bank’ and the politics hasn’t changed in two centuries.
The party is politics, if you want to be involved in politics,
join the party. It’s all hooves and antlers in there and I just
hope they continue to stay out of international politics and get
us the best deals for our corn, wheat and soybeans that they
can.”
“What about guns?” he asked.
“Everyone has one, if you don’t, you can’t go shopping.”
“Even the women have them?”
“Oh yeah, but women have to be escorted anyway. An
unescorted women is fair game.”
“I’ve heard those words, but I don’t understand the
concept.”
“You can’t just let women walk around loose, they can’t
defend themselves, even with a gun. They have to be with a
man at all times when they are out of the house.”
“Like in Talstan?” he asked, a little taken aback.
I was too, because I hadn’t thought about it. Talstan was
the other major country with that system wasn’t it? The only
other major country where gun ownership was common. Old
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South, Arabia, El Salvador, Guiana and Lesotho didn’t count
as major countries, even though it was well known that they
also allowed firearms in civilian hands. There were a few
more even smaller countries that did, but all of them
combined didn’t have the population of Lesotho.
“Yeah, and a few other countries.”
“That sucks pretty bad if you happen to be carrying a
womb.”
“Yeah,” I had to admit. Deb was hurt by it. I should have
been the one to protect her from all that, instead she would
become some farmer’s third wife. I hoped the other two had
dried and she wouldn’t have to share.
This was one more unfair practice in the USA that I had
taken for granted because of the differing roles of male and
female. It was unfair to treat women this way, just because
they don’t have the muscles of a man, they don’t have the
rights of a man. All the talk of sexual harassment had helped
make the point. In Laurentia the woman has the right to say
no, and the right to say no at any level of engagement.
The American (and Talstanian!) system effectively kept
women trapped in the home. That was the plan, attempting to
raise the birthrate and cut down the unemployment rate.
Women took to other activities and pursued their own quest
for social position and seldom went back to raising large
hoards of children. I had taken it as natural that God made
women the weaker sex, created to be subservient. Now that I
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have my own discrimination to adjust to, I am suddenly much
more capable of understanding the feelings of others who
suffer from it.
What I had seen in this office today could not happen in
today’s USA but had been commonplace during the golden
age. It had all been brought down when women began to
demand the right to stop the gropes and grabs and leers that
many of them got in the workplace. Corporate America
decided to solve that problem by not hiring women in the
workplace. The party was glad to see that because they
hoped to drive the single women into marriage as their only
way to eat. A woman had to need a man, like it was meant to
be.
“Try it now, you should be able to see Halo now,” Kevin
said after poking a few more settings.
Halo wasn’t the early video game but the server with the
confidential investigations on it. It was accessible to more
than just the forensic unit. Legal and corporate could also get
to it. It was more difficult to access than I thought it would be
to hack into it.
“So where do you live?” I asked as I tried to key in the
arcane password off the sticky note.
“Outer Glastonbury,” he said, “in the Portland corner.”
“What’s there?”
“An early easy-block house, remodeled and expanded on
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over and acre and a half, the acre in bottom land. My wife’s
the farmer in the family. Ah, you got it now,” he said as the
screen opened. The screen itself was little more than a query
parser with a list of data base names on the left. “Do a query,
lets make sure.”
I asked for all emails from a well known client in the USA
to a suspected money laundering address in Laurentia for the
year to date. A list of about twenty thousand items came up.
Of course I had no way to know how accurate it was, but it
satisfied Kevin. “Are there any apartments for rent in your
area?”
“No, but there’s a house looking for a roommate the next
block up.”
“Want to commute?”
“Can’t on Tuesday,” he said, “but there’s a bus on
seventeen that can get you to the hanger in fifteen to twenty
minutes.”
I took a ride down to talk to the guy and see about the
bus. It was an area more like Second Street. The houses were
a little more widely spaced, and almost every one was
completely surrounded by a densely planted vegetable
garden. Many had hoops over part of them. They were
probably for season extenders.
The four men living in the house already were Indonesian,
as were most of the residents of this street. They spoke
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English well, but used plenty of Indonesian of some kind in
speaking with each other. The homeowner farmed the yard of
this house, the other three worked for the supermarket that
owned most of the bottom land in this meander of the river.
The river itself was a short walk from the house, which they
were happy to show me, and had a wide beach that started
right there and ran all along the riverbank around the farm
where they worked. The other people on the beach were
mostly teens, Caucasian and Indonesian for the most part,
many of the girls quite pretty. The sun was getting low up the
river at this point, it was over a mile to the bank toward it and
the reflection was dazzling.
I didn’t see much more of the house as they started
chatting up the others. I wasn’t really dressed for the beach
anyway but stayed with them a few minutes to pick up on the
vibe. This beach was a neighborhood party spot, about half of
them smoked marijuana and half the Indonesians smoked
tobacco besides.
I said I’d think about it, and was thinking about it pretty
positively, until I had to wait for the bus. I’d been told that the
bus system covered a fifty mile radius, well beyond the city,
and that they worked off the same fob as the hangers. South
Seventeen was a street like Main St. in Livrick, businesses on
both sides with parking in front, filled mainly with trikes. The
business on this corner was an Indonesian grocery. A barn
across the road had been restored and re-purposed as a
143

mosque. It was a couple blocks up South Seventeen to the
next bus stop, and that was nothing but a placard with a solar
light, no bench or shelter. It was in front of a breakfast shop,
now closed up tight, with a few trikes still parked in the lot.
Most were somewhat higher performance than the one Hiam
had. One was semi-enclosed with windscreen long and high
enough to be useful for the person on the very comfortable
pillion seat.
It was quite some time til the bus showed up. It would not
take the fob. Someone aboard said only the big buses took the
fob, when the small ones were out you needed the app on
your phone. In the olden days, there would have been a
captain, conductor, even a driver if you went way back into
history. Not today, the bus is a dumb machine, nowhere near
the compute power of any phone on board. Just enough
compute power to drive, single-mindedly designed for
nothing else.
I had no choice but to head toward the city on foot. The
street was straight enough that I could see towers, grey in the
distance, so I knew which way to go. I passed a diner on the
way, right across the city line. The aluminum was shiny and
outlined in the most retro pseudo-neon. They even had
something they called meatloaf with potato and greens. It was
juicy, lots of onion, spiced with plenty of fennel and plenty
more I couldn’t identify. The greens were broiled asparagus,
but I could tell it had been frozen. The potatoes were very
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good oven fries. Fat burgers and deep-fried seafood seemed
the be their specialty.
It was nearly eleven when I reached the first hanger
station in Glastonbury Center. This was at the tower I had
seen in the distance, along with several others widely spaced
on a beautiful boulevard. The city center was five miles
beyond, but only a few minutes on the hanger.
The next day I had my first ‘class’ but it was taken remote
via a link to the campus downtown. Cheryl took me to lunch
again, showing me how to work the company cafeteria. It is a
completely automated self-serve. The checkout is a plate
scanner with a screen. Everyone pays by thumbprint, and the
food is in lieu of pay.
We sat together at a small table near one of the four
skinny little windows in this room. This one looks straight at
the back of another office tower, one of those newer ones
along the course of the underground high-speed roadway and
maglev line.
“Is it okay if we’re seen together?” I asked, “I mean alone
like this?”
“There’s a hundred people in here?” she said, confused.
“You don’t have a fiance or anything?”
“I have a guy that I could call a boyfriend I guess. We’d
call him a ‘friend with benefits’ but he works at the drone
plant in Windsor Locks.”
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“He doesn’t have any friends here?”
“Are you implying there’s something immoral about
sitting at the same table during lunch?”
“We got quite a lecture on sexual harassment. I’m not sure
what it is?”
“There are some judges that interpret it as you keep doing
something I asked you to stop. That’s about how the company
interprets it, though they will take action based on it even if
the girl didn’t ask you to stop, if it’s something that causes a
scene.”
“Like if I put my hand on your knee?”
“That won’t cause a scene, but I’m getting a vibe that
maybe you think there is something sexual about sitting at the
same table for lunch?”
“It’s more I worry that you think there might be.”
“Not at all. We’re in the same office all day, I’m going to
be showing you thru all the medical reporting forms we deal
with this afternoon. We’ll be closer than sitting across the
table but I doubt we’ll consider that a sexual situation either.”
“No,” I said. She had a boyfriend already. A ‘friend with
benefits’ was someone she had sex with but didn’t intend to
marry. I already knew that term, it had been the focal point of
many a sermon by the youth minister in our church. I changed
the topic to my adventure in Outer Glastonbury the evening
before. She told about where she lived in a neighborhood
called Windsor Center. It was a bit more than ten minutes on
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the hanger, but most places were more expensive than I could
afford and she knew it.
As we were bringing the trays back she said. “There’s a
guy who used to work here who has a little building near
downtown. Last I knew he had an open unit. I’ll give him a
call when we get back upstairs.”
Cheryl was right about being closer than sitting across the
table as she went over the forms I’d have to deal with thru the
remainder of my career. She sat beside me at the screen, our
thighs even touched now and then. I was supposed to be
concentrating on the forms, but quite often I was
concentrating on Cheryl. She was very desirable, in spite of
being eight years older. I noticed the spark each time we
touched. I noticed a lot when her breast touched the back of
my arm, and worried if I could be convicted of sexual
harassment because I’d allowed it to happen. Actually I didn’t
see how I could have prevented it. I was watching the screen
where she was pointing as she sat slightly behind me and to
the side.
“It’s these three boxes here that you need to watch for on
this one. If they check...” right there was where the contact
happened, as she pointed to the box on the screen, “...elective,
you have to be sure there’s a signed consent form. You have
to check that the ID’s match on that consent form.” and she
went on, like she was in denial that it had even happened.
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I could understand how avoiding harassment could be
difficult with such desirable women in such proximity. I knew
I was strong enough to do it, to even avoid accidental contact
when I could. I assumed Cheryl’s contact with me was
accidental and that’s why she chose to ignore it. It sure felt
good however, and couldn’t help but get me to thinking about
her.
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8. Weekend at Home
The place Cheryl knew of was in the city, it was month to
month, less than five minutes away on a hanger and it was
pretty nice for what it cost. It was in a four hundred year old
brownstone mansion that looked more like a county court
house than a home. It was on the corner between larger
buildings and on a wide, well-landscaped street with a small
park diagonally across. It smelled of old soil, old paint, old
stone, old wood and old books. The place had been divided
into six units, four of which were accessed from the front
door and two others from a door on the side of the building.
The unit that was available was reached thru that service
entry from the side street, which was called Columbus
Boulevard until the next intersection. Though the street name
had been changed over a century ago, one of the mailboxes
still had a trace of ‘Wyllys’ showing thru the paint.
The unit was up a skinny stairway with a nice beveled
glass window on the landing between the second and third
floors. It had a kitchen and dining area on the second, and two
large rooms on the third that could be used for living area and
bedroom. One of them had a tiny little balcony in a dormer,
just big enough to fit a single lawn chair that could overlook
the pool and athletic courts of the newer apartment towers
that joined at this old mansion. The lawn chair was left there,
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but it was in such condition that I would really need to get a
new one.
The place was set back from the sidewalk. There were
rhododendrons and a lawn even with tall buildings on two
sides. At this small park, Main Street split into two major
boulevards, one of which went in front of this house. The side
street crossed the south side of this tiny park and split into
two other major streets leading into the medical district. Main
Street was a canyon of government buildings, apartment
towers and soaring office buildings seen thru the blanket of
hanger lines over it. Both streets it split into had hangers and
the park was surrounded by one continuous station on the
third floor. There was a small market across the street, under
the hanger line. The owner assured me this was a very nice
area and that professionals were moving in, not out of the
area.
He was a Turk who considered that a Caucasian
nationality. He and his Arab wife and child lived in the
building in a large ground floor apartment that had access to a
tiny yard behind the building and between the corners of the
apartment buildings. He also claimed the only two parking
spaces the building had, next to his back door, one behind the
other at the base of 100 Wethersfield, a twenty eight story
family apartment tower.
The side stairway continued down to the the basement,
which was clean and dry but had the look of catacombs under
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an ancient castle. There was a laundry room here, some
storage space, and a room with a few exercise machines, old
but in good condition. Both the laundry and the ‘exercise
room’ had cellar windows that looked onto Columbus
Boulevard. Another stairway lead to the front vestibule where
the mail boxes were. This hadn’t appreciably changed in two
hundred years. It was as if the race war, the occupation, the
partition, the Mississippi war all hadn’t happened and this
building had stood here thru it all with people washing
clothes, throwing their sweats on the shower floor and talking
about what they heard on the news about what was happening
in Memphis, Washington, Cincinnati and Louisville from
2054 thru 2198.
The owner took what I had left from selling my gun. I
went for it. I didn’t have anything to move in. The next three
evenings I scrounged used furniture posted in the local area
and dragged many things home on their own casters from
many blocks away. I was very self conscious. I might not be
the only Causcasian, but I was the palest face wherever I
went. I could detect the differences in concentrations of
groups on every block. There was a block of Portuguese
fishermen, another of ‘98 war re-enactors. This block was on
a main street and didn’t have such fine gradations of ethnicity
but there were many tiny little streets in the area crowded
with old and ancient homes. There were more Latins than
average in the city, if anything. As always, most of the
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population was some mixture of all.
On Saturday morning I had on opportunity to use the
laundry machines. There was a girl there already, and I came
in meekly. The girl was a few years older than me, a
breathtaking Latina girl with shiny black hair and perfect
tanned skin, a figure that I found almost frightening and a
face that should be in the media. “Oh hi,” she said as I came
thru the door, “you must be the new guy in unit C?” in perfect
English.
“Yes, Darryl Henderson.”
“Denise Carderra,” the Latina goddess replied and took
my hand.
“Your English is so excellent, you must have been here
awhile?” I said as I put my basket down on the vacant washer.
She laughed so hard I thought she was going to fall off the
stool. “About seven generations I think,” she replied like my
question had been silly. “I grew up in this building. Our
family’s had unit E since the year began with a one. I’m still
in there with my mom.”
I began to fill the washer. Denise was sitting at the little
table at the end of the room where there was a cellar window
that looked out at the trunks of the rhododendron beside the
building. She was wearing a tee shirt that might tear over the
dark points she had way out in front of her. Her only other
garment was a pair of worn cut offs that were cut off at about
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the legal limit. It was the fourth of September but already in
the 80’s and humid. She was also nursing a plastic cup of
yellow liquid. “So you must like it here?” I asked.
“Eh?” she shrugged. “I’m here. It’s not too bad. The
hangers are good here, if this was a big city we’d never get on
them and have to take the subways with the masses. It’s cheap
here compared to a big city but mainly I’m here because it’s
home. I know it, I know people. It gets hot, it get cold, but not
really bad either way. I’ve got work here, it’s not great, just
managing office supplies, but it pays almost four times
minimum.”
“Where is your ancestry?” I asked.
“Before this building?” she asked in return.
“Yeah, I’m curious because I’m from the USA where
there is no ethnic variation.”
She gave me a quizzical look. She had to know that I had
no part at all in the wars of two hundred years ago. “Mostly
native American,” she began. “My first ancestors here came
from an island called Puerto Rico in what is now The
Caribbean Union.”
“Did you ever want to go back there?”
“No, they were such distant ancestors it makes no
difference now. It’s got a tropical climate but it was destroyed
several times over in the 21st century. The Caribbean Union is
nothing but a gaggle of money launderers, drug lords and
gambling magnates. I might wish we were in the tropics here,
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but we all matter here, and that’s something I need. We might
not matter much, because one in a million isn’t a lot of noise,
but we get to make that noise.
“The other thing about The Caribbean Union is women
are meat there. To get the job I have now I might have to give
more of my body than I want to. Also, if some oligarch saw
me on the street and decided he wanted me for his slave, I
wouldn’t have the right to refuse.”
“Is it like that here for a woman?”
“It’s the opposite. The Old Biddy Network has made most
guys afraid to speak to me for fear I’ll call it an unwanted
advance.”
“We don’t have that biddy network in the USA but you
need an escort to go out in public.”
“What about on the job?”
“Jobs are segregated and many aren’t open to women.”
“I don’t want that,” she said.
“Do you want a job where guys think they can grope you
if they want?”
“No, but I’d like them to be able to grope me if I want,”
she said.
I went back to dealing with the washing machine, and
wondered how many verses in the Bible she’d just violated.
Since I don’t have it memorized I couldn’t come up with one
verbatim, but honestly, I love the Bible but I really can’t
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quote more than a dozen lines from memory and might
recognize a few dozen more. Rather than go there directly, I
changed the subject a little, “So what’s your life like here?” I
asked while I stuffed the machine.
She snorted in laughter, “It’s like life. If you think you
escaped America to come to a shangri-la where life’s a fairy
tale you’re sadly mistaken. The province and the city are both
broke and have been since the two oh oh’s. It’s miracles that
kept the city alive at times, until the hangers and the drone
industry. We get by, the city never gets famous, at least not
very. But we’re still here, few of us are seriously wounded,
physically anyway, and we try and have a good time down
here under the radar til our health finally gives out.”
“I’m an immigrant, that’s why I don’t know these things.”
“Southern Missouri, maybe Kansas,” she said.
“Southeastern Kansas, near Marshall.”
“I can find Kansas,” she said, “on a map of the USA.”
She taught me a little of what life was like here, what was
good and bad about the grocery store across the street, what
the better eateries were, when the hangers were less crowded,
who to avoid in the neighborhood, things like that. She
inquired some about the USA and some about my
apprenticeship. This first week I was spending with Halo,
learning how to phrase queries and other niceties of the user
interface. She didn’t need a lot of details, told me a little of
the UI she used at work, and confessed she thinks there too
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many robots and virtuals in the world today. We agreed on
that.
I was profoundly aware of something that might not occur
to most people who are still west of the Mississippi. Although
this girl was of a different ethnic group, she was much more
human than the robots and data base servers owned by white
men. That meant she was more human than any AI, any copy
of a person reincarnated in software, and any marketing
persona concocted by any ad agency no matter how well
connected. After taking with her for half an hour I was well
aware that she was at least as human as half the population of
Livrick. There was no way a girl in Livrick could be as
beautiful as this and be so down-to-earth and easy to talk to. I
could well understand what both Amos and Hiam had said,
once they actually met a Latin woman they didn’t believe the
propaganda any more. The information she was giving me
was almost drowned out by the thought that this woman was
more likely superhuman than subhuman.
Her laundry was done a little before mine. “So you know
any people here yet?” she asked as she folded her clothes into
her basket.
“The people I work with.”
“You interested in coming to lunch with me, my boyfriend
and his sister?” she asked. “His sister’s cute and about your
age by the way.”
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I wished I could respond right away. Yeah, she was a
magnificent and sexy woman, but she was clearly not Anglo.
No doubt her boyfriend would be Latin also, which meant his
sister would be too. I knew it was expected here. I knew
people didn’t care, or at least didn’t appear to care, but how
long-term could such an acquaintance last? Cheryl was older
than me, and currently dating someone casually, but she was
still my best hope for a serious relationship, I just might have
to wait a few years til our age difference was less of an issue.
On the other hand, this was just an acquaintance, meeting
a neighbor. I didn’t have to marry her, things were so much
more casual here. People could have lunch at the same table
without thinking there was something going on. “I can join
you for lunch as long as it’s not too expensive.” If nothing
else the conversation might teach me something more about
where I am.
“There’s a taco place right around the corner on the plaza,
it’s only two blocks. They live down on Congress.”
“I can probably afford that.” I’d seen one already, they
were usually make your own and a dollar or two each.
“So you’ve got only five minutes left on that drier, I’ll
give you twelve and then meet you at that bench on the
corner.” It was right in front of the house.
The stand was around the corner but on the third floor
plaza above Maple and Retreat where all those streets come
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together at the edge of the medical district. We were met at a
table right outside the place by a slender little African girl
with quite an afro that spread over her shoulders. She was in a
cute little top and faded jeans. She had a really cute but exotic
face and gorgeous big eyes. “Keisha Williams,” she said and
extended a delicate hand.
I had to admit I was quite surprised to see a girl who was
so obviously African, more than average for the area, be so
pretty. I’d expected to meet a Latin girl and until she extended
her hand I hadn’t guessed this was her boyfriend’s sister.
“Darryl Henderson,” I replied.
“Any relation to the park?” she asked.
“I doubt it,” I said, “I’m from Livrick Kansas.”
“Woo,” she said and wiggled her fingers. “What brought
you here?”
“A job at the health processing center,” I answered.
“How long?” she asked.
“Just finished the first week.”
“How are you doing?”
“It’s too early to tell about the job but this is a lot bigger
city than I’ve ever seen before. It’s the miles of high rise
buildings that are a little scary to a guy from a town with only
two traffic lights.”
“They’re just buildings,” Keisha said.
“I think he’s scared of the people in those buildings,”
Denise said.
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“No cause to be scared of me,” Keisha said. “I’m a runt.”
“I know this guy in Maintenance who got beat up at Hop
City,” Denise said. “That’s the last thing I’ve heard of to be
scared of.
“That’s the one on North Main ain’t it?” Keisha asked.
“I’ve been to the one on Albany and never seen anyone get
anything they didn’t ask for.”
“I’m not sure he wasn’t asking,” Denise said, “he’s got a
smart mouth but I didn’t see it start. So where’s Rudy?”
“He’s gone down to Jadonna’s,” Keisha said.
Denise made a face, “Why’s he riding all the way down
there?”
“Because Jadonna’s his friend, he just got his dealer’s
license and just got the place open. He’s going to support him
as much as he can.”
“So he’ll be late.” Denise said.
“Jadonna’s got a food truck there out in the lot in front of
the place, he’ll probably have something from there.”
“He said he’d meet me here but he could be all
afternoon.”
“I say we eat,” Keisha said. “They’ll make more if he
shows.”
We went in to the counter. Keisha guided me, said first
timers should stay away from the selections with the three
peppers on the sign by them and only take one selection with
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two peppers for the adventure. She proceeded to load hers
with two pepper bits and pieces. There were shells like
leathery corn chips, big enough to pile things in. There were
meats, vegetables, lots of different kinds of lettuce, peppers
by the dozen, olives, sardines, crab, shrimp, salmon, tuna. I
made three different ones and still didn’t taste everything.
“I’m getting a glass of red,” Denise said as they came to
the drinks section.”
“I’ll get a beer,” Keisha said, also passing the drinks
machine by. “You got your card on you right?” she asked me.
“I. D. card?” I asked in return.
“Yeah, the one they gave you at the boarder before they
sent you off here. You’re eighteen you can have a beer if it’s
open like in a cup.”
I wondered how I felt about that. I had tasted beer before.
Some kids stole it from their parents. I wouldn’t get it
because of the taste, but to drink a soda would seem childish
wouldn’t it? I tried to think like I was mature instead of
reacting like an American. “What will one beer do to me?”
“Never had one?” Keisha asked.
“It’s twenty one and frowned on it the USA.”
“You might not notice any effect on one beer,” Denise
said. “If you look for it you might notice that you think things
are a little bit funnier than you used to. You might get a little
bit funnier than you used to. If you’ve got a lot of anger in
you, you might get a bit angrier.”
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“The anger in me is against the lies I was told.”
“I would have that too, but you know we have our lies
too. Our government is really a mass of software that actually
determines who’s eligible, who’s paid what, what the votes
and polls say, and who’s browsing where. The politicians
argue over changes to the law, but if they can’t get it
implemented in the software that runs on the .gov network,
the politicians are pretty much out of luck.”
“That’s a problem,” I said.
“The main reason they can’t get at the Warlord is there is
no programmer interface for ‘region under control of a home
grown terrorist’ and they continue to deal with it as a criminal
gang problem in which the locals are innocent bystanders
instead of victims.” I got the idea that Keisha was concerned
about those issues larger than her own life.
We got those beers, in tall, heavy mugs with a dollar
deposit. I got the light, Keisha got ten penny, which was a
dollar more.
We got an outside table on the pedestrian plaza that
connected all the different blocks that converged here. It
made a nicely quiet space above the traffic and was lined with
shops and food vendors, with plantings and trees. Although
Keisha was African, I found it was no problem sitting at a
table across from her and conversing. Keisha’s shape was
excellent. She would be exactly the kind of girl I would fall
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for if she were white. I should try and prevent that changing
my reaction to her. How would I respond to her if she were
white? “So what do you do for work?” I asked.
“I’m starting my second year at Uconn.”
“The state in the arctic?” I asked, confused.
“No,” with a giggle, “It sounds the same but this is the
university, those towers over there,” she pointed at the four
big mossy ones in a row beyond the even older six to nine
story apartments that lined this end of Main Street, “are the
dorms. I commute, I can walk from home.”
It was only a few blocks. The common belief in the USA
was that Africans are not suited for higher education. “How
are you doing?”
“Fine so far,” she said, “but I’ve only had distribution and
general courses so far. I’ve got to take Interviewing
Techniques this year and I’m a little worried about that.”
“Don’t let her fool you,” Denise said, “this girl is smarter
than any computer in California.”
Keisha made a face at her. “Yeah, right,” she said.
There were quite a few people up here, and that little taco
dispensary was not the only food vendor opening onto this
space. Especially along Maple Ave where the plaza stretched
over a block to a twenty something story apartment tower
overlooking the medical district.
“Is there any American food available around here?” I
asked.
162

“Like what?” Keisha asked.
Denise was watching for people coming from the
Congress street stairway and didn’t seem to need to interfere
as long as we were still speaking politely.
“Meat loaf and mashed potatoes, greens, corn on the
cob?”
“Ah, yeah,” she said, “soup kitchens have stuff like that.
They also have chicken soup, beef stew, pork and beans, rice
and beans, chowders and stuff like that. Do you think you’re
going to run short?”
So ‘American food’ was just a part of what was given
away to the indigent here. “I’ve been okay so far,” I said, “as
long as I’m not extravagant.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“How do you make your living?”
“I took a job over the summer as a research assistant.
What that really means is pushing carts thru the halls over
there.” She waved into the medical section. We had a great
view up Jefferson from this table. It was a narrow canyon
between tall buildings with several enclosed pedestrian
bridges crossing. They were centuries old, probably dating to
the Golden Age. “I’ll still do it on Saturdays if I can. It’s
almost enough, Mom helps me out.”
After we’d eaten the first two and conversation slowed I
thought it was time to bring up something that was worrying
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me. “So let me ask, are you Christian?”
“Oh yeah,” Denise said, “I connect with Jesus almost
every week, and keep in touch often during the week.”
“As far as how much of my time does church work take
up?” Keisha asked. “Maybe an eighth to a quarter of my
discretionary time. I try to follow as much as I can except in
my opinion females should have the same rights to
recreational sex as males.”
“Christian doctrine prohibits it for both,” I said.
“With a wink at males,” Keisha said, “but modern
technology allows us protection for both.”
“I’ve seen that wink too,” Denise said. “In primitive
conditions only the female came away with a swelling belly,
then an infant, baby and child to tend to.”
“We are more vulnerable to diseases also,” Keisha added.
“How long ago were those conditions here?” I asked.
“Civil war?” Keisha answered, “but I really don’t know.
This may be treason to my image in your mind but I have no
evidence that any of my ancestors ever were slaves. I have
pretty good proof some came here in the early two thousands,
but my parents and all my grandparents are natural born, free
citizens of Laurentia and I won’t be the first in my family to
hold a degree from an institution of higher leaning.”
“Well I would,” I said, “if I did.”
Denise started laughing and clapping her hands. “That is
one of the most educational discussions of race and
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regionalism in modern North America I’ve seen presented
since the kneeling incident.”
“It wasn’t about race at all,” Keisha said.
“My point exactly,” Denise said.
I was confused, but didn’t seem to have a question I could
ask either of them.
“So does that make it okay for you to sit on my side of the
table?” Keisha asked.
I looked at Denise, she said, “Her brother Rudy is meeting
us here. I hope.” I was almost done, I wondered how long we
were staying. “Then we’ll probably take a walk down by the
river.” Denise continued. “I know you’ll want to come with
us,” she said to Keisha, who gave a sassy grin. “You can
come too, there might be a band.”
“Probably a drum circle,” Keisha said.
“There seem to be a lot of them,” I said.
“It’s better for you than video gaming and much better
socially.”
“Do you play?” I asked. I did slide onto the bench on her
side of the table. She wasn’t fat, dirty or smelly. She had a
really cute smile, so genuine and her big, dark eyes were so
beautifully shaped. I didn’t find myself at all reluctant to sit
with her, it might have even been a little bit of an exotic thrill.
“I can make a sound come out of a drum and maybe shake
a rain stick in time.”
“She sings on the worship team in church though.”
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“Backup only,” she said, “and not every week. They don’t
call me if they’re having an acoustic service.”
“Do you still go?” I asked.
“Oh yeah. Not always, always, always, but fifty Sundays
a year.”
“She’s there any time they need a hand with sets and
decorations for an event,” Denise added. “She’s got a good
eye for light and shadow in her art, makes it look real.”
I finished that beer just after the long-awaited Rudy
showed up, without a taco, and slid in next to Denise,
wrapping his arms around her in a nearly indecent way and
and giving her a strong kiss that she returned with some heat.
“No lunch?” Denise asked him.
“Jadonna had a burger truck out front and insisted I stay.”
“Yeah,” Denise sighed.
“It was worth it, next time I need a trike I know where I
can get one.”
“It better not be soon,” Denise said.
“Why, what else do we need?” Rudy asked.
“Just about everything more than that,” she answered.
“You’re the one who said he’d always take the hangers up
til now,” Keisha said.
“I never knew a dealer I could trust before. I’m not going
to buy new, and this way he can test the battery.”
“It’ll be bad,” Keisha said, “why else would anyone trade
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one in?”
“If you’ve got money to buy new, you’ve got money to
upgrade,” Rudy said, “but we’re all done here aren’t we, or
should I get another round.”
“No, let’s walk,” Denise said, looking at me.
I knew it was because I was a newby at this. I stood up, I
wasn’t wobbly, but I could feel something. We had to bring
the glasses and plates back, I did that fine, I couldn’t put my
finger on just what felt different, but so far so good. I
wouldn’t want to have another just yet, but I’d see how this
played out.
It was a longer walk than I anticipated. Thru the little park
and all the way up Main to City Hall and then across an
ancient square to the college campus. Keisha had to detour
around the classroom tower to show me a lot of that. I began
to wonder, this girl is showing me a lot of her life. Does she
take this meeting for something more than stopping by for
lunch? I wondered if she could possibly be thinking of me in
a boy-girl way? Neither one of us was a common type around
here. Her brother was the most common type here, not real
sure if he’s Italian, Latin, maybe North African, Lebanese?
He couldn’t have had the same father as Keisha.
If she was here with her brother, how much would her
brother intervene in her defense if I was to get close with her?
Would she set me up for her brother? He honestly didn’t look
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like he was up to it. He was a few inches taller than me, but
much more slender. In that he was like Keisha. In color he
was barely darker than me, a color I might describe as
almond. His hair was nearly black and in long dreds that hung
out from under the colorful bandana he had wrapped around
his head.
“You are half sister and brother I think.”
“Yeah,” Keisha said. “But we still see his dad. He’s not a
bad guy in spite of looking a little like Golum, but tall and
skinny.”
“We don’t know what your dad looks like by now,” Rudy
said.
Keisha gave up that line of banter.
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9. Saturday Afternoon
From city hall on we were in the presence of monumental
and ancient public buildings. Starting with that city hall, I
began to marvel at the splendor of America in its golden age,
preserved in quantity here in the socialist East. Before we had
even reached campus there was the art museum with the
tallest stone building I had ever seen beyond it. Then there
was the university and its assembly hall, science center and
business center, with those dormitory towers over the
roadway. That was behind us now. There were pedestrian
bridges over the major streets opening to the third floors of
most buildings. Some of those were newer, maybe even this
century.
Near the assembly hall we saw more living monuments to
the golden age. I wondered why they were preserved better
here than in the USA itself? I had to ask about that.
“I think we kept so much of the old buildings here
because we didn’t fight the Nigerians,” Keisha said.
“In the city anyway,” Rudy added. “There was some
fighting out in the burbs I’m pretty sure, but nothing like
where you’re from.”
Keisha continued, “In this area we didn’t have perfect
relations between races at the time, but we had peace. Legal
equality was maintained well enough that we didn’t have
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massive bombings during the occupation by either side. The
republican forces knew they couldn’t win here anyway, so
they didn’t bomb either. The main problem was extremists in
the countryside. Most of them that survived have migrated to
the forbidden zone. The police and national guard were able
to subdue most of them in New England. Besides the
Forbidden Zone there’s still part of upstate, up beyond
Katahdin where I wouldn’t go, but I don’t want to go there
anyway. No major buildings of the time were destroyed in the
city. In fact the occupation saw the strongest growth in ages.
Many African media companies came here from Atlanta and a
lot of them have stayed.”
“And how’s it been since?” I asked.
Denise answered, “It’s good enough now, we’ve finally
come to the point where it really doesn’t matter. We’re not
even sensitive about it any more. I’ve only mentioned it today
because you’re American. It’s usually only the immigrants
that even notice.”
“We can even kid around about it now,” Keisha added.
“Please try not to be offended if I say something insensitive.”
“That’s good,” I said. “I have to admit it’s not what I
expected and not what we were told.”
“Any amount of lies and dirty deeds are justified as long
as the party maintains its rule over your country,” Rudy said.
Keisha glared at him but didn’t say anything.
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The bank of the river was a slope of thick grass and old,
lichen-covered stone pavement. The river was as wide as any
I’d seen but the Mississippi and Missouri. I’d seen it from the
hanger, and now I was here. These grounds were a work of art
in themselves. Right above the riverbank and a riverboat pier
was a stage under an abstract tent. There was indeed a drum
circle under it. Beside this spot a great bridge spanned the
river, one of three I could see from here, one had to be four
hundred years old, this one at least two hundred. There was a
pedestrian walkway on the bridge, and a motor vehicle path
beside it. The park continued on the far side of the river with
small boat docks, another stage and a large grassy area and
parking lot. The remainder of the far bank was full of
apartment and office towers like this side, many of them also
hundreds of years old.
On the bridge was the first place I became consciously
aware of something the had been in my subconscious until
now. The street lights were ornate and decorative in large
parts of the city from Congress Street to here, and all power
delivery in the city was underground. It gave the whole center
of the city the atmosphere of a park. If this was what it looked
like now, what could this have possibly been like in the
golden age? Most of what we saw from that bridge was built
then, it must have been even more mind bending than it is
now. And this was a rather small and insignificant city in that
time.
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We stretched out on the grass on the second level outside
the drum circle. We could tell there was one from here, but
they were barely louder than the hiss of the tires of the motor
vehicles on the bridge. Keisha and I sat behind Denise and
Rudy and I was surprised by how close she sat. I was
surprised by how glad I was that she did. I was excited by her
getting so close and friendly. I worried a bit about her brother
but he didn’t even make a face. I was still processing the fact
that what I felt of contact with Keisha was really no different
than any other girls I’d ever had chance contact with. Keisha
was smaller and firmer than Deb, but her skin felt the same.
The most amazing thing was that the thrill of any bodily
contact with a girl was just as strong with her as it had been
with any other girl I’d come in contact with. It was not like
coming in contact with a man, or a woman my mother’s age
or older. That meant my body did NOT think she was from a
different species. It was in fact, only my eyes that could
detect the difference, the sense of touch could not.
We sat back and watched the rowing trials that were
taking place on the river and the drum circle here on this side.
“So you’ve been watching the Centauri expedition?” Rudy
asked Keisha.
“Yeah, we were just talking about that earlier.”
“That trip is actually short enough that a mortal could
make it.”
“I’m waiting to see what the Cygni expedition finds,”
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Denise said, “they already detected chlorophyl and they’re
still a few years out.”
“The Brazilians have a ship on the way there too,” Keisha
said, “and there’s no indication it’s hit anything yet.”
“Gordon’s Lamp is actually there by now,” Rudy said.
“It’s just years before the signals will get to us.”
“I know,” Denise said, “it’s just a little clumsy to talk
about the timing of things over interstellar distances.”
I lay back in the grass. This was a very relaxed and
relaxing place. The riverboat was approaching, but it would
be minutes yet. Someone had added a tambourine to the drum
circle and some other kids were doing some very athletic
dances in the middle of the circle. That caused the drumming
to speed up, driving the dancers faster until they collapsed on
each other laughing. Keisha lay back with me and put her
head on my chest. “I hope you don’t mind if I test your pillow
function.”
“Uh, no, I’m glad for any ability I might have.”
“I’m sure you have plenty,” she said.
Her hair wasn’t real tightly curled, her curls had about a
quarter inch radius. Her hair smelled a little different, but that
might have been her shampoo. It wasn’t unpleasant. My arm
was down her side in this position. She took my hand and
entwined our fingers.
“If I get too touchy-feely just slap me back,” she said, “I
get this way when I’ve had a beer sometimes.”
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As long as no one from back home was here to watch, I
found I wasn’t at all repelled. In all but color she was the
prettiest girl I’d ever even talked with, and this was the most
bodily contact I’d ever had with any girl who wasn’t related
to me. It was exciting, and I noticed my heart rate pick up. I
hoped it wasn’t too obvious to her, she was on my right side
after all. “Actually it’s quite pleasant,” I said, “so long as your
brother doesn’t beat me up for it.”
He looked my way with a grin and said, “As the man of
the house, I’ll make sure that if she starts something, she
finishes it.”
“I’m not promising a thing yet,” she said, “like I said, just
push me away if you have to.”
I didn’t, I let my fingers play with hers, let us watch the
clouds, feel the sun and the late summer afternoon. “I thought
you were going to work Saturdays over the school year?” I
asked.
“I’ll wait a few weeks though. I took out another five K
this year. At this rate I’ll owe twenty when I get out, I’m not
worried about it. There’s five more weeks of Saturday
afternoon music in the park. Anyone know what’s playing in
the park today?” she asked us all.
“Rua Santarem,” Denise answered. “Brazilian love-folk.”
“Laurentia has good relations with Brazil I take it?” I
asked.
“Brazil, Laurentia and the European Union are the
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Atlantic Triad,” Keisha said and brought my forearm across
her belly. For someone who had never been in the presence of
an unchaperoned girl my own age before, at least post
puberty, this was extremely provocative and I was going to
have some trouble not reacting. I was acutely conscious of
how close my arm was to those cute curves that adorned her
chest. Just one twitch and my wrist would bump one of them.
“So you want to walk down that way?” Rudy asked.
“There’ll be street venders set up where we can get dinner
after.”
“Maybe a snack.”
“I can make dinner after,” Denise said. “I’ve got a crock
of homemade chicken soup I can nuke up.”
“Your mom’s?” Keisha asked.
“I can buy at the Old Steak House,” Rudy said before she
could answer. “It’ll be cool enough to sit outside tonight.”
“Even if we sit close,” Keisha said.
“You spent enough money already today,” Denise said to
Rudy.
Keisha looked at her brother, saw something, “We can go
our separate ways after. I don’t mind walking down to the
park though.”
The park they were talking about was the one across the
motor street from the ancient maglev station. It was a half
mile long and sort of the ‘eye of the storm’ of the city, an
175

expanse of shady grass surrounded on all sides by the giant
buildings of the ancients. On closer inspection, most of the
towers on the south side of the park might date from the
2100’s or later. Most of them were residential towers
festooned with balconies. To the west was the big motor
vehicle artery and an opening to see that the tall towers
thinned out in another mile or two. In front of the motorway
and maglev line there was a pretty big stage set up and a
sound system that relayed the performance to many acres of
the park.
We lounged on the hillside for the remainder of the
afternoon. Sometime later we got a basket of clam fritters, a
veggie dip and another round of beers from a fold-out truck
on the south sidewalk. I hardly noticed that Keisha and I
almost never got out of contact with each other after that. We
were either holding hands, had shoulders leaning against each
other, ankles over each other or a hand on each other some
way or other. Nothing extreme, but nearly continuous contact.
I still liked the feel of her and wasn’t repelled. All was so
foreign anyway that I didn’t even worry about her brother
being with us. I noticed I was so happy that we found lots of
things to talk about from the music to international politics
and the interstellar expeditions.
I learned a lot about the world view of the Laurentians.
They are suspicious of the very wealthy, cooperative more
than competitive and actively pursue the rights of the
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individual on the world stage. They see Talstan and Usa as the
world and continent enemies of individuality, but do
distinguish the thousand to one difference in level of evil
between them. To them, Talstan is the enemy and the USA is
an enabler and apologist for the great Satan of our day. They
are not as inclined as Brazil to take an active role in world
affairs. They are welcoming of all who come in peace and
agree to pitch in and cooperate. Rescuing the innocent victims
of Talstan’s aggression seemed to be their part. During the
two and a half centuries of upheaval Canada had gone from
one of the most sparsely populated countries, to Laurentia,
which was one of the most densely populated. It had lost two
million square miles and gained a third of a billion people.
In these few hours I learned that Deb was a cow,
intellectually. I was probably more surprised by that than
anything so far. If this girl bleached her skin and straightened
her hair and went to Livrick, she wouldn’t have had the
slightest competition for Valedictorian. It wasn’t just what she
knew, but what she could figure out and what talents she had
with art and music. I’d heard her sing a while back, she’d solo
for the choir in Livrick.
By the time it was late in the afternoon we were laying on
the grass with our arms around each other. I couldn’t really
believe I was alone with such a pretty girl with no chaperone.
We were on our sides facing each other, and I was noticing
how genuine her smile was once again, and how pretty her
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eyes were. She was still telling me something regarding the
upheavals in Europe of the last century, but I wasn’t really
hearing her any more, I was just watching her, spiraling down
into those eyes, that joyful yet serious smile.
And I was alone with her. She must have noticed how lost
I was in her because her voice trailed off. There was nothing
to stop me, we weren’t at work, she didn’t even work at the
health office. I couldn’t be fired if this advance was
unwanted. I bent just a little bit closer, put my other hand into
the lush curls on back of her head and kissed her.
“Umm,” she said and kissed me harder. Whatever it was
that was causing me to reach outside my comfort zone was
obviously affecting her too. I’d never had a chance to share
such a long, intense kiss with Deb like this. There was no one
to come up behind us and make us stop, her brother and
Denise had left a half hour ago. There were many more across
this hillside so occupied. The music was very romantic, and
the sun was starting to get low, but shining right on us.
“Umm,” she said once more as our lips parted. “Thanks for
doing that.”
“Thanks for letting me,” I said.
“Oh I’ve been hoping. I was worried, what with you
coming from Kansas and all. We don’t hear a lot about you
guys, but we know the basic facts, like it’s homogenous
Caucasian. I was hoping you wouldn’t be scared of me.”
“Not scared. Surprised, yeah. I’m surprised that you like
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me and a little surprised that I really like you. You are
different, I admit it, but you’re the prettiest girl I ever even
got to talk to.”
“You’ve talked to Denise.”
“You’re way prettier than she is. Maybe at the very first,
before I adjusted, she looked a little more familiar, but you’re
a precious wildflower. That kiss made my heart pound.”
“Mine too,” she giggled.
“It doesn’t bother you that I’m white?”
“I’ve had white guys before, honestly, I hardly think about
it. I look for someone who’s smart, Christian, fun, likes me
and isn’t too much of a bull to make me uncomfortable. I’m
not a big girl, so I frankly don’t want to be alone with guys
where I have no chance of defending myself.”
“I’m not a football type. Fencing was my best sport.”
“Like with the thin swords and the electric suits?” she
asked.
She must have seen pictures or video from two hundred
years ago. “They don’t need the formal Olympic hardware
any more. The circuity’s in the cloth itself now.”
“But you have a wire mesh helmet?”
“It’s like a super-light football helmet today.”
“You look like you’d be good at baseball.”
“Never really got a chance, Livrick’s too small to have
enough kids to get a game going.
“Too bad,” she said. “Hartford’s clinched the playoffs
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while we were lying here, I heard someone shout it out over
there just before their last song.”
“So where should we spend the night?” she asked in the
quiet of the last intermission.
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I asked with
a big inhale, more than a little shocked. That kiss hadn’t been
our last, and I’d caressed a lot more of her body than I had of
Deb’s while we lay here and enjoyed it a whole lot more. My
heart had been pounding since the first kiss and I’d been lost
in a haze the whole time. I could barely tell the remainder of
the universe existed while we made out.
While we were doing so I wondered if there was
something extra in this because it was so forbidden in the
USA? Part of the reason this was so thrilling could be
because it was bestiality in the words of the Dominion Baptist
church. I still wanted to put my thumb in the USA’s eye for
my failure in the trials, and maybe my subconscious was
seeing this as a way to get back at them?
I understood that I really had nothing to compare this to
because I had never been so close and free with a girl before.
I wondered if that might be the reason for what I was feeling
and not Keisha herself. I understood that in the here and now
the reason didn’t matter. I was so overcome with her that I
was speechless. She was the one who brought up what would
have been my only objection if I could have gathered my
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thoughts enough to actually say something.
“Do I detect we have a difference of opinion on the
seriousness of the sin of fornication?” she said when seeing
my look.
“It’s gun and preacher serious in Kansas.”
“It’s ‘Please forgive me for that too,’ in these parts. It’s
forgiven enough that it happens on church trips and everyone
says ‘Woo’ when they hear about it and jokes go around in the
last couple rows.”
“I’ve never done it before,” I sighed. She would know as
soon as we lay down if I lied, I knew that much.
“Never?”
“When was your first?” I asked to keep from wallowing
in that admission.
“Fourteen I think. There might have been one
unsuccessful attempt when I was thirteen. I’ve been pretty
much serially monogamous for the past five years.”
Cold hole in my gut over that. She was more experienced
than any unmarried person I ever knew, even the jocks. “And
you have no boyfriend now?” I choked out.
“No. I have some friends I can go to, but I feel I’m still
sorta within some outer boundary of Christian teaching if I’m
serially monogamous.”
“And you could consider me for that?” My heart was
hammering, I hoped it didn’t show. The shaking in my gut
might.
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“Sure. You’re smart, you’re humble, you’re Christian,
even if not quite the same brand up to now. I have a feeling,
just from what we’ve talked about, that you’ll be happier in
the Progress Church than a Baptist. If we have tonight, and
nothing goes wrong, there’s no reason we shouldn’t continue
to see each other is there?”
Other than the elephant? “No, I guess not.”
“Then why not see what happens? We live close, we can
see as much of each other as we want.”
“But you said your apartment is in your mother’s
basement.”
“Yeah, she has an easy-block townhouse between two of
the ancient brick blockhouses, I’ve got the basement but it’s
walk-out, Rudy’s got the attic. He’s got three rooms but more
stairs.”
“And she wouldn’t have us arrested?”
“First of all, she can’t, I’m nineteen already and I bet
you’re over eighteen too. We have an unalienable legal right
to engage in whatever sexual acts we mutually consent to.
She’s given me a legal lease, I am a legal tenant and unless
we are materially disturbing the neighbors, she can’t stop
me.”
“I don’t want it to be hostile.”
“It won’t be, my mother will like you. She’ll say to me,
‘Don’t lose this one Keisha,’ when she meets you.”
“When will that be?” I asked.
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“As soon as dinner if we leave now.”
“I couldn’t,” I said. “I’m on overload. I had the first two
beers of my life today, I made out with a girl for the first time
today.”
“You still think it counts if it’s an African girl?”
“I think I get big bonus points because you’re such a
pretty girl,” I said and pecked her on the cheek again. I have
to admit, I probably wouldn’t have done this without the
beers, but I was glad I did.
She had that little giggle, she always stopped it before it
got to be a full little-girl giggle, but just the start of one.
“Yeah, I’d take you to mom’s now if you wanted, but I’d be
perfectly content to lay here and make out thru the last band.”
“Really?” I asked. I was going to have to contain myself.
Her smile was so cute when she said, “Your eyes are
wet,” and I noticed they were when she poked the trail on my
cheek.
“They’re tears of joy. I’m so grateful than in just a few
hours you were able to overcome a lifetime of propaganda
and let me appreciate what a treasure you are, and what an
opportunity you’re giving me. Every few minutes all
afternoon I’ve come to appreciate further just how beautiful
and awesome you are. All those times when I seemed to be
lost in your eyes...”
“You sure you’re not majoring in Romantic Poetry?”
“I’m sorry, I’m over-emotional right now,” I said. “Today
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has been more fun than a day at the state fair. Maybe it’s
without the truck pulls and bull riding, but still, this has been
fabulous.”
“It could be the beer also.”
“I’d still be thrilled with you without the beer, but might
not be so quick to admit it.”
When the last band started, I sat up. She put her head on
my thigh. “What about dinner?” she asked, “can we discuss
that?”
“At my place I have three dinner trays in the freezer. The
microwave is ancient, but it is processor-free so it is
maintainable and still works after all these years.”
“I can do better than that, but you’ll surely meet my
mother if we go to my place because I’ll have to go up to her
freezer to get some of her stuffed shells I’ve got put away.”
“What can we find for twenty dollars?” I asked.
“There’s a place on Park just east of Washington where
we can share a whole, hot grinder, another beer, and see a
wrap-up of the ball game on the screen over the bar. I’m
assuming you’re talking about that twenty for the two of us. I
could come up with a twenty of my own if you could go for a
spice-steak with rice and beans and Brazilian folk singer in
the lounge.”
“I’ll need to wait thru another band to have enough
appetite for something like that.”
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“That’s my plan. We can lie here til it gets dark and dewy.
We can have a big dinner because I just have a bowl of cereal
or toast and peanut butter on Sunday mornings so I can get
out to church early.”
“Are we going together?” I asked.
“I hope so, wherever we’re staying, we didn’t really
decide that.”
“So we’re spending the night together?”
“Don’t you want to?” she asked.
“That’s such a big step.” I was nervous as hell. She was
experienced, I was a virgin.
She stopped and thought awhile. At this point the only
making out we were doing was I was sliding my hand up and
down the smooth curve of her hip and waist from her thigh to
the base of her ribs. I don’t know if I could have withstood
going any farther again without staining my boxers.
“Yeah, in a way I can understand, it’s a lot different there
and I know that recreational sex is considered a sin. But I’m
mortal so being a sinner comes with the territory. But I’ve
learned about Uhssuh and I know what’s swimming around
behind your blueberries right now. I know just a few weeks
ago you could have never imagined yourself in so
compromising a discussion, and especially not with an
African girl.”
The next group had started, they sounded more Celtic
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than Brazilian but they had that same lilting beat, just more
edge to the vocals. The music was still a liquid, the towers
that surrounded this park seemed to concentrate the sound so
it pervaded the whole park comfortably. It was really the
remote speakers, which were banks of horns.
“I’ll be honest with you, you are right about that, but in
one afternoon you’ve taught me that there is absolutely no
truth to that propaganda. Now I’m just scared of how strongly
I’m attracted to you and how helpless I am in your hands.”
“Why? I’m not scared by how strongly I’m attracted to
you.”
“Why would you be attracted to me?”
“Maybe it’s a bit of opposites attract, maybe it’s that
you’re just the right size for me, maybe it’s that your hair’s
just grown out and natural. Maybe it’s just because I like to
play tour guide. But mostly it’s because I had a really good
time today and was so thrilled with all we talked about. I like
that we’re interested in a lot of the same stuff.”
“It’s been a really fun day,” I said. “We have to go on that
river boat sometime and try those bike paths.”
“I’m not much on a bike,” she said. “but I’ll give it a go.
We can actually start at home. We can get down Columbus,
then across the river right where we were earlier. That park
connects to Goodwin, which is also where the Podunk trail
comes in. We can take that all the way to Providence I think,
if we can get thru Willimantic.”
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We had seen Goodwin University from the park by the
river. It was a long line of smaller buildings of six to twelve
stories, both ancient and modern, all along the river from the
southernmost of the three bridges on south on the far shore til
they were out of sight around the bend in the river.
“How far is that?” I asked.
“A couple days I would think. We’d have to look up a bed
and breakfast we were sure we could make. It might take two
nights with a stop in Willimantic and Danielson, they each
have hotels.”
“I don’t think we need to get that serious about it.”
“There’s something we need to get a little serious about,”
she said.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Tonight,” she said. “It’s a serious thing, all we did so far
was play. If we sleep together I expect honesty, especially
about whether we’re exclusive or not, and what are our
jealousy quotients?”
“I’m sorry,” I said, “but growing up in America, I’m sure
mine’s pretty high.”
“Mine’s high only if it’s a lie. If you tell me we’re just
friends with benefits, that’s cool, but if you agree we’re going
to be an item, cheating could be ‘It’s over’ serious.”
“I’m not really open to a ‘friends with benefits’ type
relationship,” I said. “I’m having enough trouble with the outof-wedlock’ thing.”
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“Well I’m sorry but that’s after college and I have no
chance what so ever of dodging my hormones til then.”
“After the afternoon we’ve had, I think that is true for me
also. I have to admit, I have never fallen so hard, so fast as I
have this afternoon.”
“It was so good,” she said, “I’m so thrilled myself, it’s
really been magical.”
“It seems so,” I said, still lost in her eyes, her face, her
hair. “Just remember I’ve never done this before.”
“It’s easy to learn,” she said, “it’ll pretty much happen by
itself. So when these guys are done,” she said, pointing her
thumb at the stage, “we can stop somewhere for dinner, then
stop at my place so I can get a few things and then go to
yours, okay?”
“Yes,” I said, “that sounds wonderful,” hoping I didn’t
sound as nervous as I felt.
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10. Fall
I was pleasantly surprised to find that summer extended
all the way to the end of September and beyond. Nights began
to get chilly about the time we turned the fields for winter
wheat back home. During those weeks I learned quite a bit
more at work and actually got started doing searches. Our
department was charged with keeping the system honest,
making the cross checks to see that supplies weren’t lost or
stolen, that procedures charged were getting done and that the
health service wasn’t getting cheated by suppliers or
politicians.
I often had lunch with Cheryl, and sometimes Heather
joined us. We went out sometimes, there were places right
down the hill over the motorway. I learned that Heather was
thirty one and had two children. Her husband was a grandson
of refugees from Talstan’s invasion of Tajikistan. He even had
a sister that was closer to my age who had a sparkling
personality. Since I knew that was code for ‘face that could
stop a truck,’ I begged off.
The next day, when it was just us, Cheryl said, “I hope
you’re not waiting on me?”
“Actually, I’m seeing someone already.”
“Oh?”
“Someone from the neighborhood. We’ve been hanging
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out and I’m thinking it’s more than just friends.” Like way
more, friends with major benefits. Wow.
“Well good for you,” she said, “I’m glad to hear that, I’d
love to meet her sometime.”
“I bet we’ll be at the rowing finals if Uconn’s in it.”
“I’m sure they will be, so she’s a fan of rowing?”
“She’s a student there in research management, I’m
thinking it’s Uconn, not rowing, that brings her.”
“Sounds like a smart girl too. You need someone like that,
Kevin tells me you’re the smartest apprentice we’ve had and
even Ted gives you one of his good grunts.”
After the first week I had a mail account, and after the
second week, got a message that wasn’t work related. It was a
note from Deb.
Dear Darryl,
I got this address from the sheriff’s office, they wanted me to try
and contact you. Your parents are too hurt, especially after they
had to appear at the sheriff’s office to swear they didn’t know.
Frankly I’m hurt badly by this also, I don’t know how the boy I
knew could do something like this. Part of the reason I cared for
you was because you were a loyal American. If nothing else I
expected you to join the military if you couldn’t get a job. I didn’t
think you were the type to desert me, your parents, your friends
and your country to go off and live with the people who
destroyed the old USA.
I wish you were here, I am doing well. I’ve been treated very
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well, Irving only asks that I don’t have intercourse with other
men, we could have still been friends. I’m pregnant already and I
know I’ll be taken care of and honored thru all my days. I have a
home here. I have to share it with more people than I planned,
but it’s more of a home than I’d planned. I’d hoped you could
have grown to be a man like Irving, I’m sorry that you couldn’t,
sorry for you, now I’m better off than I ever dreamed.
Please return. The Sheriff has assured me that if you turn
yourself in now, voluntarily, and agree to attend patriotism
counseling for one year, you can avoid prison time. I’m sorry you
lost your head over this, please come back, you will be forgiven.
Your friend forever,
- Deb

I immediately typed a reply.
My Dearest Deb,
I wish it didn’t come to this, but now that it has, I’m glad I made
the move. Like you, I am also doing well. I have a good job, a
cute apartment in an ancient brownstone building and a girl I
care about. I’m sorry our puppy love didn’t work out, and I’ll
always remember you fondly. There is no chance I will be coming
back, and if I tell you why, it will be redacted. Some of this may
be redacted anyway.
Even though this will appear to you as a black blob, I’m going to
say it anyway. These people did not destroy America, far more of
America’s golden age and the values of its golden age are
preserved here than there. If I had any patriotism, it would lead
me here, to where America began.
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I’m glad you are being treated well, I met three women from
Wyoming and Montana that were not so fortunate. They’ve
escaped here also. Live your life well, have fun, may your
children be healthy and well behaved, take comfort in your
beliefs and hold Jesus close to your heart, as I will.
Please tell my family that I am well, happy, prosperous and
comfortable with a better future ahead of me than I would have
had if I’d won my manhood. Tell them I’m sorry things couldn’t
have worked out.
In sincere friendship,
Darryl

That was a potent reminder of just how far I’d come this
summer. I was relieved that Deb was being treated well,
relieved in the way you are when a problem is taken care of.
Relieved that there was no duty for me back there, I hadn’t
left her to suffer. I had to admit it to myself now that I had
admitted it to Deb and Cheryl, I did care about Keisha.
Maybe I said it to Deb to respond to her praise for Irving, but
I knew it wasn’t just that. Keisha lit up my life more than Deb
ever did. She was a lot more lively and fun, she was forgiving
of my inexperience. She wasn’t as voluptuous as Deb, but she
was much prettier. Even an American would think so if the
picture’s color was adjusted. She’d be the cutest girl in
Livrick by far.
Could I really, when I came right down to it, really fall in
love with an African girl? I could certainly make love with an
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African girl, we’d proved that and then some, but could I
really love her? Was I really only infatuated because she was
so exotic and exciting? And what do I say to those who say
you don’t know it’s love til you stand together watching your
grown child go off into the world? I say, I’m more alive when
I’m with her. She’s sweet and understanding and inquisitive
and smart. She was smarter than Deb, there was no doubt
about that.
I’d been here long enough now to know I wasn’t just
reacting to my failure at the trials and I wasn’t just bedazzled
because she was exotic. I now knew that Deb had been
nothing but my assigned mate and all I saw in her was a
mother and homemaker. I got along well enough with her that
we probably could have had a life together. Millions of
couples were doing just that, even my parents when you came
right down to it. I could never go back to that now, even if
Keisha and I broke up some time. No matter how it went, I
would be with someone of my choice, not the town’s choice.
“Must be someone from back home?” Ted asked from
behind me.
I hadn’t heard him come up. “Sorry, she had no other way
to get in touch with me, it won’t happen again.”
“A note now and then isn’t a problem. If you spend all
your time with personal messages, it will be a problem. But
are you really glad you’re here, or just saying that?”
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“I don’t know how much you saw of that, but it’s all
true.”
“I saw that you think you’re better off here than you were
there, and that you have someone you care about. She must
have been someone you cared about?”
“I thought I did,” I said, “but now it seems like we were
just matched up by our parents and never had a real chance to
look at anyone else.”
“They do that? Arrange matches?”
“Not formally, but it’s almost the same thing. The town
may be so small there’s no one else to meet.”
He folded his long frame into the extra chair in my
cubicle. This was the first time he did that, usually he called
me into his office. He had a complete office with a door. It
wasn’t very big but it had a window even though that window
looked at another office window less than fifty feet away.
“So you came here to get away from her?” he asked.
“No, I came here because I couldn’t win Manhood so she
was given as a third wife to a farmer a few miles away.
Without Manhood one can’t marry, own property or vote.”
“Huh?” he asked. Obviously it was a foreign concept to
him.
I had to explain the whole concept of Manhood, which
lead to a lot of discussion of what life was like there. He
knew some of it, like it was all white, allowed guns and had
few cities, but not the details of the culture and how it
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differed from here.
“So you’re serious, a woman needs an escort to go out, I
mean even just out to the grocery store?”
“She’s fair game if no one protects her. But few go out.”
“What do you mean ‘fair game’?”
“What they call ‘sexual harassment’ here, up to and
including rape. The only way to be convicted of rape in the
USA is to assault and overpower her escort and then
overpower her. A woman’s body is not her own under
American law, it belongs to her husband or father.”
“Like Sharia law?”
“I guess, though they certainly don’t think of it that way.”
“It quacks like a duck, son. I’ve heard of Sharia law.”
“I guess it does, I don’t know anything of Sharia law
actually.”
“The law as written in the Koran,” Ted said.
“Possession of a Koran can get you five years there.”
He grimaced.
“What was it like growing up here?” I asked.
He coughed a bit before starting, “It was like being
young,” he said. “I don’t remember a lot of my childhood. We
lived in Delmarvaj when I was a kid, not far from
Wilmington. My dad took courses on line, but we all worked
a melon farm, even him. He didn’t get his degree til I was
about twelve. My brothers stayed on the farm but I was the
youngest. We went from a five room ranch on a side street to
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a six room condo on the twelfth and thirteenth floors. I went
from sixteen in my class, to three hundred in twelve home
rooms. I went from a dusty patch of dirt with a single hoop
and backboard to active scenes in hoops, boards, drums, pool.
That’s the big event in my life.”
“So you stayed here?”
“Inherited that condo,” he said.
“How have your brothers done.”
“The owner sold out to them in ‘48, Donnie put up a new
house next door to the old one. They’ve got grandkids there
now.”
“So you’ve all done well,” I said.
“Enough, but hell, you just have to know two things,
don’t get on the wrong side of the law and don’t spend more
than you earn and you’ll do well enough.”
“How about crime? Has it had any part in your life?”
“I’ve lived in Laurentia all my life. There’s no second
amendment here so as long as you stay out of the forbidden
zone you don’t have too much to worry about.”
“What about thievery?”
“Anything expensive enough to steal has either face
recognition or location built into it. Rakes or brooms left out
might disappear overnight and there are bars you can find
trouble in, but I never frequented them.
“The crime in my life has been what I’ve uncovered here.
You know I’ll be seventy six in two years, you’ll be taking
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over. We’re crime fighters, such as it is. I know I’ve always
thought of myself as one.”
“It wouldn’t make an action-packed net feed.”
“No, but all the better. I’d rather not be involved in an
action drama. If I had to fire a weapon as many times as the
average thriller actor I would have no hearing left. I don’t
even watch American television, and I think it should be a
crime to allow children to watch it.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because it teaches that the solution to every problem is
to shoot a few people.”
“That’s hardly...” I couldn’t get any farther than that. They
did wrap it in all kinds of moral worthiness and how dastardly
a villain the one they shot was. Ted’s point was, the suspect
was never taken into custody, he was always shot after a
gunfight, or at the very least, beaten in a fistfight, then cuffed
and dragged away.
But Ted was saying, “Oh sure there’s a few kids shows
that show a tweetsie, weetsie brightly colored fantasy of a
world, usually in animation, not photorealistic.”
“You must have watched some American television?”
“Yup, and told you everything I got out of it.”
“Do you have kids?” I asked.
“Two, five grandkids, one starts college next year.”
“Nice, where’s he going?”
“Probably Goodwin. I think we should have heard from
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Uconn by now but he hasn’t given up hope.”
“The girl I’ve been seeing is a sophomore there.”
“She’s smart then, I think you need a smart girl to be
honest with you. But we should get back to crime fighting
before you get this old man rambling about his grandkids.”
In the middle of October, most trees began to turn yellow
and orange, some even a brilliant red. The tips of some
changed color earlier but by then all but the willows and
evergreens started. The Thanksgiving holiday is in mid
October in Laurentia and in this part of the country it is the
beginning of Fall. It was still shirtsleeve and shorts weather
during the day, most days. Sweatshirt and jeans at night. The
city was flooded with visitors from the north where the crops
were all in and most leaves were down. In the twenty third
century a good crop of grain can be harvested from what was
permafrost tundra at the turn of the millennium and there
were millions up there now, all the way to the Arctic straits on
land that looks like Minnesota used to, but with spruce
around the house instead of maple. Some of those areas got
only a few days in the sixties in the summer, so this was like
the gulf coast was to the USA.
Laurentian Thanksgiving was the last weekend of
concerts in that downtown park. The baseball team was
playing Havana in the world series but were expected to go
down in four. Because all sports are a month earlier in
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Laurentia, there was a pre-season basketball tournament in
the arena. The college had a major concert series in their
assembly hall. There was a rowing competition being held on
the river. A special tour boat was going up the river thru the
locks to view the leaves in the mountains all the way
upstream to Brattleboro. All the big clubs had special acts
coming in and the casinos had set up more gaming rooms in
leased space.
The college would have the whole week off, any vacant
dorm rooms were let as hotel space, and some students sublet
their rooms as hotel space. Keisha got out of class at 2:45 the
Friday before. I got out at lunch time that day, but I had to be
back on Tuesday. Most families would have their feast on
Saturday. I was nineteen now, having turned on the 12th. This
weekend might be sort of a birthday thing, although nineteen
is no special year. Eighteen is legal age for everything in
Laurentia but taking booze out. At eighteen you can be
served, at the proprietor’s discretion, but you can’t buy bottles
at a store to take home. You can buy an once of pot, if you’ve
got the money, and take that home, but not booze or tobacco
til twenty one.
In these six weeks I’d come to think a beer with dinner
was normal if I was out, and we were out as much as three
evenings a week. The law did not specifically state how many
beers you could have with dinner, and dinner wasn’t over
until you no longer had a dirty plate in front of you. If places
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cleared your table, that told you that you were shut off. There
was a street called Arch Street. It was two blocks long,
completely underground, allowed motor vehicles, and had
narrow, crowded sidewalks. It went under the university’s
main plaza, branching off Columbus when it was under that
plaza also. There were many places along that street with
food and beer, net access, live music and screens showing
university sports. There were almost thirteen thousand
students on the downtown campus and it often seemed like
most of them crowded into those pubs after class. If they had
a trike, bike or scooter, it was probably in the mass of
vehicles trying to work their way along Arch street. There
was parking for small vehicles in garage space behind the
emporiums on the north side of the street.
We’d probably come back for that if we were going down
here this evening, but it was too early now. Legally, we could
get an appetizer and a beer and wait for some more people to
show up, but 2:45 and off for the weekend is probably worth
more than beer and pizza and some barroom lectro-hop. I
waited on the plaza instead of under it. I knew where her
classes were now, what door she would come from. I could
have gone over to that door, but this was a nice spot on the
plaza and I just loved to watch her come this way.
She was in the grey and charcoal cable-knit jumper today.
It was snug, trimmed with white chain-stitch. My heart
swelled with pride upon seeing her. There are lots of pretty
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girls at this university, but to me she’s the prettiest of all. It is
like the sun shines brighter on her somehow. I love the
natural, easy shape of her hair, the way the sun can make her
look like bronze or even gold. I love to watch her walk.
Gravity is lighter where she lives, like she didn’t leave
footprints. She was close enough to see her kissy lips now.
She was talking to someone, casually, when she saw me.
Her hand went up, my hand went up. My heart exploded. It
always did when we spotted each other from afar. Her step
quickened and I got up and walked to meet her. We met,
embraced and kissed.
“Holiday!” I said.
“Yeah. I’ve got a ton of homework but I’ll do that after
you go back to work, but for the next three days I say it’s time
to join the party.”
“You check the weather?” I asked.
“I heard it’ll be great.”
“Seventy four, seventy six, seventy two, no rain in sight, a
few puffies on Monday, forties at night in the hills.”
“Sounds like perfect,” she said. “We can have
Thanksgiving dinner on the porch, it will be warm enough
even without the sun.”
Her mom had an eight by sixteen back porch that they had
screened in and used as the dining room most of the summer.
I’d already helped carry the table in three weeks ago, I’d
probably help carry it back out on Sunday and back in on
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Monday. They would have their feast on Sunday afternoon.
There would be quite a few stopping by, but only six of us
sitting down. The really tall building over them was the one
on Maple just beyond the plaza, but there were none less than
six story EasyBlock on Maple, and her porch was only twenty
or thirty feet from one on the building next to that twenty five
story tower.
“What about tonight?” she asked.
“Well, you know I’d like to go to that world music show
tonight,” I said, “the sold out one.”
“I posted for tickets and it worked,” she said. “If you can
buy. She’s in Carbone 21R. We can meet her at 3:15.”
“What’s she want?”
“Face value.”
“Done, we’ve got twenty five minutes.”
“We can stroll down to the river and around by the back
path.”
We did that, the back path is a steep stairway that starts
where the underground river comes out. This small river goes
under the motor vehicle route entering downtown from the
southeast. That motor vehicle route is in turn under the plaza
that contains the four, thirty-story dormitory towers where
most of the resident students live. The back stairways of
many of the clubs on Arch street lead to docks on that river.
There were underground docks at the park near the stage and
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rail station, more near the armory and still more at the Frog
Hollow marina, which was above ground in a two story deep
well. Frog Hollow was a neighborhood west of Capital Hill. It
had another clump of skyscrapers both old and new, and was
pretty upscale. That river was packed with little tour skiffs
that went from Frog Hollow to the three main riverfront parks
downtown and they were already pretty full. We couldn’t
follow the river on foot but had to climb to that plaza, almost
seven stories from where we were on the riverbank.
The dorm rooms are long and narrow with a tiny balcony
at one end. Her view was toward the neighboring tower, about
a hundred feet away. It was identical. To the north and south,
out the crack between the towers, she could see for miles up
and down the river. These buildings were concrete, mossy and
mottled. They’d been built during the occupation, over a
hundred fifty years ago. The maintenance was generally good
enough. The elevators squeaked and wiggled and I was
worried about them.
“So she’s in your class?” I asked on the way down.
“One of them, Fundamentals of Resource Accounting.”
“What’s that about?” I asked.
“It’s about whatever goes in, has to come out somewhere.
It’s very much like the conservation of matter and energy in
physics.”
The show was three bands, Kuve Belenda, Utter Ydlon
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and Sands of Forever. There’s an enormous plaza extending
from the assembly hall to the riverbank over the main northsouth motor vehicle artery. There were some openings in the
plaza to let air and light to the roadway. They would have
been noxious if the vehicles had internal combustion engines
like they did when most of this was built. There are plans for
four more dormitory towers spanning this motorway, but
nothing has been started yet.
We sat with people she was acquainted with. I knew only
one of them. Another of them knew someone in Kuve
Belenda, who usually played the Franklin Avenue area, not
even a mile south of our neighborhood. They were more
sweet and romantic than the average for this genre, but better
than I expected from a local bar band.
Utter Ydlon was very spacy for Caravan, closer to
Ethereal as a musical genre. They had the most unusual
instruments, I guessed they all had some kind of electronics
in them somewhere but looked like they were made from
logs, antlers and skins. They had their feet hooked up to
effects at times so they could clog out a song that was played
on great boulders in the bedrock a few miles below.
Sands of Forever was from Brazil, but sounded more like
they were from Egypt. Like Laurentia and Europe, Brazil was
a multiracial country and the band was also. I’d heard of them
thru Keisha. There was no chance I’d get anyone I’d met so
far to go to the country music show that would be happening
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tomorrow night at another amphitheater a mile north of here.
To be honest, I’d rather be here, for the music alone, even if I
wasn’t with Keisha. The music I grew up with was quite
depressing compared to what I’d been exposed to since I got
here. I liked the Viking music more than the country of the
USA, and I liked this even more.
On the walk home I reflected on how I was in love with
her in a way I never was with Deb. With Deb it was, ‘What
we were supposed to do.’ We were the same age,
socioeconomic status, education level, and were good friends.
Why wouldn’t we get married and have a family and buy the
next house for sale on Second Street? We thought it was what
God wanted of us. Well it seems God didn’t mean for us to be
that after all.
I felt the presence of God much more in the church here. I
felt welcome and loved, instead of tested and judged. Music
was much more a part of the service than at home and much
more contemporary. A song that Sands of Forever did tonight
was also used in church.
When I first went to her church, my second Sunday in
Laurentia, I was a little taken aback at first. The place is just
down the street, an ancient brownstone cathedral rising over
the not-quite-as-old low and mid-rise condos that line all the
streets in the neighborhood just east of South Green. It had
been a church all it’s life but of many different brands til now
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it was called the Christian Progress Church.
There is not as much talk of sin, a lot more talk of love.
The old testament was minimal, the gospels were central.
This particular denomination was similar to those in many
other cities, but was simply called ‘Progress Church’ here and
had seventeen rooms in and around the city. They stressed
inclusiveness, benefiting the city and the joy of salvation in
Christ. They had much greater peace with Science than the
Dominion Baptist that governed the USA.
I’d once read the Gospels of Christ myself, not in the
original Bible, but in an extraction that eliminated the
duplicates and a lot of the background, but left only enough to
put the Lord’s words in context. Those words were of
forgiveness and brotherhood more than strictures and
punishment. And especially they were not the rich-take-all
that had prevailed in America but very very weighted toward
service to the poor, humbleness and faith in Jesus Christ.
I’d met many people thru the church and was impressed
that they were much more varied, more expressive, more
artistic and more observant of each other’s freedoms than I
was used to. I’d come to see that in the USA we were free to
be everything an American should be, responsive to the most
expensive ad campaign, willing to assume crushing debt and
determined to present a plastic smile to all who ask. I could
now see that the plastic smile was one of the most important
survival skills in the USA.
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While I was lost in these thoughts, we went from the
concert back to my place. Her mother was already at ease
with me staying at her place, but I still wasn’t comfortable
with it. I would stay there Saturday. Keisha had taught me a
lot about the ways of love in the last few weeks, and I believe
we’d conducted some advanced research on our own. Neither
of us was at all interested in competing with a porn performer,
we were all about stimulating each other in the most
enjoyable and loving way. We got a lot of enjoyment out of
just cuddling and caressing whenever we were together and
spent many hours doing so. But for me, I was getting the most
possible enjoyment out of it not because of what we were
doing, but because I was doing it with her. It might have been
a little more important part of life to her than to me but I was
still too new to it while she had years of experience.
That night it was all about love; tender, treasuring,
comforting love. The day I was sure this was more than what
I ever felt for Deb. The day I felt honored to be in her aura, to
be accepted among her friends and family. I knew they
forgave me for the sin of being an American a lot faster than
anyone I knew would have been forgiven for the the sin of
being Laurentian, even if they were white Laurentian. They
accepted me faster than I was really ready for in fact.
Saturday morning we had chores but nothing pressing in
the afternoon. We went to the riverbank again and watched
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the rowing. It was the Connecticut Valley finals that would
advance to the provincial finals in Boston next week. There
were seven universities in the city itself and fifteen more in
the remainder of the valley. Goodwin and Uconn were the
favorites, with Uconn fans on this side of the river and
Goodwin fans on the other. The race basically went from
Uconn to Goodwin.
There were thousands of tourists. They were the ones with
their shirts off and shorts on. I had added a light open shirt
over my tee, Keisha was in a heavy Uconn tee shirt and snug
but not overly tight jeans. Two guys recognized me as an
American refugee by my hair, even after two months. One
was from Manitoba, and had moved into upstate Ontario on
foot seven years ago. He came down here every couple years
to delay the end of summer. He was fascinated with Keisha. I
first I was jealous but then I was proud. It was very plain
she’d be a friendly tour guide, but she wasn’t going anywhere
with him. I was nice to him, and his buddy who came back
from the beer tent with some for us too.
“Some strange way of spelling Yukon,” he said to her.
“It’s actually a contraction of University of Connecticut,”
she told him, “the number two seed.”
“So you’ve been here seven years?” I asked.
“I’ve been across the border seven years. I’ve come down
to Hartford twice now. I found any farther south is too
expensive and this way I can come down for the holiday. Are
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you kids going to the country show tonight?”
“No,” she said, “we got our concert in last night.”
“What was that?”
“The Worldfest tour, right over there,” she pointed at the
assembly hall. “It was Caravan last night, Ethereal tonight
and Spiritual Sunday.”
“I take it those are acts?”
“Their music genres, there’s three bands each night,
starting with someone in that genre from here in the city and
ending up with Sands of Forever last night.”
“We’re ending up with Dick Bentley and the Flatheads,”
he said.
“I hope it’s a great show,” she said.
I wondered how they ever got them thru customs. They
were on the net a lot. They were purveyors of the ‘driven
country’ sound, a more aggressive sound with faster tempo,
more sneer and swagger in the vocals and risque language. I
never knew they even played out, I’d never heard of them
playing and figured I’d have to go to Dallas if I wanted to see
them, which I didn’t. I’d see Kuve Belenda again in a
heartbeat, but you had to be twenty one to get in most places
they played.
They talked to us about the schools that were up now.
They were from out of the city, AIU and Eastern State, but
still in the Connecticut Valley region of the province. They
weren’t expected to move on. They were competing against
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Trinity and UHa from the city. We watched the race and got
separated from those guys, which was all right. We watched
the Uconn team get ready, they were in the next heat. Keisha
wished one of them luck as he went by on his way to the
shell.
“The current is always a problem in this race. It’s usually
just within what they allow to make it a fair race.”
“So you know that guy?” I asked.
“He’s in Network Theory and Practice with me. He talks a
lot, I’ve sat with him at lunch a few times and he can be a bit
like a radio station. It’s a decent talk station, the music’s not
so great but as far as all-talk stations go, he’s better than
average. He runs quite a few lectures on rowing, if I’d
memorized them all, I’d be an expert.”
“He’s delighted by your presence. Not as much as I am,
I’m sure, but you brighten the world around you.”
“You must have taken Romantic Poetry 211 or
something?”
“I’m just telling you what I see. I’ve realized this week
just how special you are to me and what a blessing it was to
find you.”
“I’m just a skinny little black kid.”
“When I look at you I don’t see an African girl,” I said, “I
see a pretty girl. I see someone well-kept, intelligent and
healthy. I see sparkling life in your eyes, good humor and the
love of fun times and pretty things. I see the girl I wish I
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could live my life with. That’s how it’s been since that first
Saturday afternoon we spent together.”
“That’s charming, but I admit, I have worried. I know
about Usa,” she said. “We are allowed to know if we ask. We
are not even considered human by your government, like we
are a different species.”
“They may say that, but out of the one point four million
people in this city I’d say one point one million of them are
proof that we are one species because we can certainly
interbreed.”
“Actually I am proof also, I’m actually only sixty one
percent African by genetic analysis.”
“So you see, it doesn’t matter.”
“I know that.”
“But you called yourself a skinny little black kid, like it
matters.”
“Because I thought it might matter to you. If you wanted
to go with me because I’m African or in spite of the fact that
I’m African, that isn’t a valid reason.”
“I’m ashamed to admit it now, but on the first day there
was a bit of the ‘in spite of’ but you need to understand I
grew up in a foreign culture.”
“I know about that culture and worry about it’s effect on
you. I hope that’s the culture that’s foreign to you now.”
“Very,” I said. “I can’t believe how absolutely stupid it is.
A human’s paint job has as little to do with their personality
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as it does among cats, and much, much, much less than it
does among breeds of dogs.”
“There’s no purebloods here anyway.”
“You have to stop worrying about the factors that went
into you, and deal with the fact that you are so beautiful,” I
said. “The more I get used to you, the more I realize how
beautiful you are.” She looked at me a little quizzically, so I
went on, “When I first met you, my mind was restricted by a
culturally imposed template that blocked my full appreciation
of what an outstanding example of the human form you are.”
She mimed fanning herself. “Well my, my,” she said, “you
sure are waxing very poetic today.”
“I mean it though, and what I said is true, I reached a
deeper understanding about how much I care about you this
weekend.”
She didn’t appear to know what to say about that. She
pulled my arm around her and started walking across the
bridge. I think she wanted to be down to the shore when
Uconn was rowing. “I really care about you too,” she said.
The next day we all walked to church together, this
Sunday was the sixth time. Keisha and I, her mother and
Carlos, Rudy and Denise, Denise’s mom, and Keisha’s sister
Aja who is twelve. The service is in the center of that great
ancient cathedral. There is no pulpit or alter, just a big cross, a
small table with a tablet on it, and the band. I recognized the
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bass player today from Kuve Belenda. The sermon was about
passages regarding God’s bounty like Deuteronomy 30:9 and
Psalm 67:6. I was grateful for God’s bounty in bringing me
here to Keisha. I told her that and she smiled, but I could
detect an underlying tension in her. I hoped it was only about
the upcoming feast.
All seemed well as we started. Rudy and I brought the
table out as soon as we got home. Imelda put the tub of
sangria on it as soon as we had it in place. Aja was right
behind with the cups. Imelda and Keisha nearly disappeared
into the kitchen leaving Rudy, Denise and I to welcome a
stream of well wishers stopping by for a cup of sangria and a
holiday greeting. Once the lasagna was in the oven, they
could each come out for awhile and mingle with neighbors,
people from the church and a few of Keisha’s friends from
school. One of whom had a toddler with her. Imelda spent
most of the time with the kid while Keisha and the young
mother did some animated catching up.
They were all gone by five. Rudy and Denise helped
Imelda and Keisha with the salad and vegetables and soon
after that we sat down. Last Thanksgiving I had been in our
kitchen, just the four of us, Jim was already in Montana by
then, but we didn’t find out til Christmas. It was crisp and
blowing, barely above freezing. Today it would just be the
three of them, well, not today, it was still almost five weeks til
Thanksgiving in the USA. Thanksgiving was cold last year,
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this was almost sultry. It wouldn’t be dark til we cleared the
table, but the sun was already behind the easy-block buildings
on Maple. Still we wouldn’t need a light out here for a while.
Denise and Rudy sat with their backs to the house, Keisha
and I with ours toward the rail, with Aja beside Keisha with
Imelda and Carlos on the ends. Once we’d passed the salad
and were starting on that, Rudy had an announcement.
He held up Denise’s hand and turned a ring into view.
“We’ve agreed to make it official,” he said. “We’re going to
be married.”
Imelda looked stricken at first from the surprise but was
already beginning to smile by the time Aja started jumping
and claiming the right to be the flower girl. Imelda wanted to
know all the details like where the wedding would be and
when and who they were inviting and all that. They hadn’t
even thought about that yet, the big issue was where they
would be living. Her mom insisted it should be at their place
or the three hundred year history of their family in apartment
E would come to an end. Imelda wanted them here, she also
couldn’t maintain the place without him.
“Darryl can probably do it,” Rudy said. “It shouldn’t take
Keisha much longer to make up her mind that he’s a
keeper...”
“Hold on there bro. I’m finishing college first, I’m not
changing my mind about that no matter how in love I am. If
he’s a keeper he’ll have to keep til then.” She looked at me, a
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little worried, but determined.
If I wanted to entertain any notions that I could send her
to class with a ring on, I could see that I had better give that
up.
“You’ll keep til then won’t you?” Imelda asked me.
“If I don’t,” I said, “it won’t be my decision,” I said,
looking at Keisha.
“I can come over if you need anything ma,” Rudy said,
knowing he shouldn’t have opened this.
I wondered what function Carlos had in this household?
He hadn’t said anything but compliments for the food and too
many compliments for the pretty women in the house. I knew
he was a painter and owned a storage space in an industrial
building nearby where he kept his autoscaffold and
compressor. He was well known for his speed thruout the city.
“I’m willing to help too,” I said. “I’ve handled quite a few
tools before.”
“I know,” Imelda said and patted my hand, “and I
appreciate your thoughtfulness.”
We went back to excitement about the pair who had
agreed to marry, but thru the rest of the meal and cleanup I
could see Keisha was uncomfortable about it. On the way
back to my place, I brought it up. “There’s something about
Rudy getting married that you’re not comfortable with.”
“No, I’m perfectly happy for him to get married. He’s
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twenty three, he’s got a job, one he could take a little more
seriously and maybe that will help. Denise is twenty six, also
has a job. They share a lot of interests and a lot of friends,
they should do well.”
“Then what is the cause of your distress?”
“My distress is eased,” she said, “I got out of there
without breaking her heart.”
“Your mother?”
“Right,” she said. “She didn’t say anything more about
‘keepers’ and waiting like a saint on the sidelines while I
gallivant about the city.”
“Is this an issue?” I asked.
“Not a big one, no, but I feel her wants,” Keisha said. “I
know she loves me fiercely and wants me to do well, but I
also know she’s affected by the words of Paul.”
“But what of her and Carlos?”
“Her children are done, she doesn’t think it matters any
more.”
“But even when she was having children. You don’t have
the same name?”
“She wasn’t as Christian then, she didn’t worry about it.”
“So she never married?”
“She’d have married my dad at the time, but now she’s
glad she didn’t. He was a sweet-rhyming Rastafarian at the
time, he’s a skinny, burned-out alky today.”
“Do you see him?”
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“No, he’s gone to Jamaica and doesn’t want to see
anyone.”
“Well, for what it’s worth, I stand by your decision to
finish college first, I’ll support you in any way I can, and I’ll
be here when you’re ready.”
“Thanks,” she said and stopped to hug and kiss. We were
at the end of Congress by now, under one of those ornate
street lamps I’d noticed recently. I wondered how long it had
been there, certainly since the golden age. I meant what I said
to Deb, I saw so much more of the old America preserved
here. The first nation to send a man to the moon, the leading
nation of its day as much as Rome was in its day. The
remaining USA prides itself on being the true heirs of the
golden age but almost all the works of that time have been
destroyed, most of them before 2100.
The party says they are preserving the society of the
golden age, but how do I know if that is true? Most of the
great upheavals that today’s USA fights against occurred
during the golden age. Were they a result of the golden age,
the ruin of the golden age, or possibly the cause of the golden
age? It would have been nice to have been there and seen it.
The collapse of a civilization like that was probably much
more complex than I imagined.
Monday we spent getting ready for Exalt!, which now
starts on the date of the old American Thanksgiving. I didn’t
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know it til recently but Exalt! is the premier Progressive
Christian Music event for most of the world and drew more
than seventy five thousand visitors every year, with tens of
thousands coming by maglev from all over the country and
thousands flying in from Europe, Asia, South Asia,
California, Brazil and Latin America every year. It was held
in a three hundred fifty year old hall called ‘The Armory’ and
it booked up most of the rooms in the three hotel towers
associated with that hall. It was three days, a Friday, Saturday
and Sunday, with Sunday morning being an actual service by
the Progress Church with communion for four thousand.
Saturday night was considered the finals of the Progressive
Christian Music Awards.
Keisha had volunteered to edit up the program brochure.
Of course there are other PCM events all thru the city,
including all the churches, including ours. She was a whiz
with a presentation generator and converted the sermon slide
show to a program pamphlet coordinated with it. She emailed it to the pastor, messaged him to get him to look at it
and waited while he did. We waited for his reply.
While we did I said, “We don’t hear about the Progressive
Christians in the USA. Our church says we are the True
Christians, they don’t agree that mankind progresses into
different ages and has different rules in those ages.”
“They are the Old Christians,” she said, “the ones who
will cling to old views, like the Jews who refused to accept
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the new covenant of Jesus and the new laws that went with
it.”
“You’d have to claim He’d come again to be able to rewrite the covenant.”
“How do you know He hasn’t? I suspect He has, at times
and places of His choosing, in secret, working little miracles
for those who are doing His work. I believe He’s spent more
than our share of His time here, like in this city and country,
since we learned life is more about working together than
competing against each other.”
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11. An Unexpected Visitor
Exalt! had been exhausting. We’d lugged hundreds of
pounds of audio cable, water bottles, program pamphlets and
even medical supplies everywhere in that enormous building.
We’d been everywhere thru it from adjusting the acoustic
treatment over the old steel trusses that held the acre of roof
up to the loading docks where the heavy delivery trucks
pulled up in the basements of the building. That amazing
complex was well over three hundred years old and repurposed as performance space over a hundred years ago,
soon after the hotels were built above the office wings.
It had been a pressure cooker and thru it we had held each
other up. The tension she felt with her mother about Rudy’s
marriage faded away in the frenzy of the event. The weather
for Exalt! was nothing like Thanksgiving, it was in the fifties,
cloudy, drizzly. It got dark early and there was frost most
every night. Any drum circles there were were in small yards
with at least a fire barrel, if not a fire pit. On sunny days a
few places ran foot heaters under the outdoor tables, but most
of those tables were in by then and no one was complaining.
By Tuesday the first of December the tourists had gone home
and it was sunny once again and we might even see sixty later
this week. Today it might have got to fifty two and was still
quite blustery. By the time I got out of work it was already
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black dark and barely above freezing. Keisha wouldn’t be
back for awhile because she had a five o’clock on Tuesdays
and Thursdays.
I’d be getting a phone of my own soon. It would be a
simpler model that would just show me what’s out there
without redecorating it to my tastes. I needed one more
paycheck and I was sure I was staying by now. I’d learned the
data base user interface and query language. I’d learned how
to script it. I’d been assigned to a case already, working with
Ted but learning a lot. The case was an investigation into
pricing by a supplier of saline solution. We had to find what
they were charging other purchasers, it was illegal to charge
the government more than any others on the open market. I
wondered who would ever be buying any but the national
health service, but we actually found quite a few,
international aid agencies, veterinarians, a few cosmetologists
and lots of strange uses for a little bit at a time in hundreds of
little independent laboratories.
I was in for a lot of slogging trying to find all their
transactions and verify the price. That had to be scripted, I
couldn’t touch a percent of it by hand. I couldn’t even keep
up with new transactions meeting the query criteria as they
came in. Once I’d found what I could, Ted would go thru the
financial records in detail. He often passed things he found to
other groups or departments. He found payments that weren’t
easy to track, and that’s why he felt there must be something
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suspicious going on.
I looked thru the fridge and found that we had some left
over lasagna once again. All Imelda needed to know was the
weekend used to be Thanksgiving, before the 2117 treaty that
formed Laurentia, and she would make a lasagna. She was
trying to persuade Rudy she could pass away any minute,
even though she was only fifty three and in perfect health, so
he’d better hurry up and set a date and make the arrangements
or call a wedding planner at least. The way Rudy told it he
offered his mother the job, for five hundred bucks plus all
expenses, up to a maximum of three thousand, any more
came out of her pocket. She said the soap-opera ‘oh no no’s
but pretty much jumped at the chance. Denise’s mom cared
deeply about only one thing from this wedding, that the lease
on unit E would continue to be held by her descendants for all
time. She was willing to help, just tell her what we need.
I wasn’t going to heat this up just yet. I heated the
apartment first, we had a gas heater on pipeline. More than
half the gas came from digesters that brewed it from garbage,
sewage, leaves and other organic debris. The heater looked
like a fake fireplace in the dining room. As soon as I turned
that on I heard someone at the door. Most people know to just
yell up and come up, so this was someone official. I
wondered if it was the landlord. I hurried down to the door,
looked thru the peephole and was very surprised.
222

“Jill?” I said, dumbfounded, as I opened the door.
“I’d heard you’d come here, I hoped I could find you.”
“What are you doing here?” I asked, “Where’s Sam?”
“I’m escaping him,” she said.
I was taken aback, “Is he after you?” I asked, looking
around the whole intersection in front of this building. “What
happened, I thought you worshiped him?”
“Bend not ye knee to false gods,” she said.
I didn’t want to stand in the doorway. “Come in, is this all
you’ve got?” I said, looking at her small backpack..
“I had to all but swim the river,” she said as she entered.
“If you’ve got a penis you can just open your travel app and
book a ticket. I’m sure you are aware that if you don’t have
one, you need to get the man with legal title to your womb to
sign for that ticket. I had to hack an autocab to get to the
border and steal a canoe to get across. I was lost in the woods
on the Laurentia side for a night, and could have gotten eaten
by a bear. I hitchhiked across Laurentia on delivery trucks
and I’m glad to report I wasn’t raped once, but did get
bumped ‘accidentally’ a little more than I wanted. It’s such a
trip across this country, it’s so lush and old. The colors were
so fabulous on the trees for the first few days, til I got to the
mountains. That’s where I had to get this coat. I saw two
cities as big as this and one that was much bigger with three
rivers instead of one. There is so much wilderness, I spent
most of two days looking at little settlements between
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mountains covered with forest.”
“I hope it was fun.”
“Why don’t we know the truth about Laurentia?”
“Because Laurentia refuses to give special legal privileges
to the white alpha male and is therefore the enemy.”
I lead her up the steps to the dining room. It’s not very
big, but has big windows overlooking Columbus Boulevard
and a high ceiling. I turned up the heat because I could see
she was chilled.
“This is cute, and then you have another floor too?”
“That attic of this wing goes with this unit. That’s the
bedroom, living room and the full bathroom. There’s a half
bath down here that you can use.”
“I’ve been married already, I’m not worried about my
virtue.”
“I’m all but married now,” I said.
“What?” she was clearly surprised. “It’s not even four
months since you left.”
“We’re not married but we spend a lot of time together.
Things are different here, she stays with me a lot now.” I
really didn’t want to pursue this line of discussion right now
so I asked, “But what happened, you were so in love?”
“Did you ever notice that you can’t really know much
about a person til you marry them?”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s not a nice guy at home. He made a slave of me, he
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hit me, made me give him head, gave me these bruises right
here...” She turned and pulled down her jeans. Over her hip
bones were big, deep bruises, fading a little now, but
obviously serious. “...when I interrupted one of his screen
games.”
My shock was painful, my guilt even more so. I had
participated in the culture that assured every woman had to
have a man to take care of her and defend her. I had
participated in a culture where what went on in the household
was a family matter and the government would not get
involved. It was the same guilt I’d suffered when I met those
women in the welcome center. Now here it was with someone
close to me, someone in my high school class, the best friend
of my ex-girlfriend. How common was it? I wondered. My
father never hit my mother, Deb’s father never hit hers, but
neither of those mothers would ever defy a word of her
husband’s orders. Both of them waited on their every whim. It
could actually be much more common than I thought. How
could I have loved a country that treated women like that?
“I never knew that about him,” I said. “I would have
warned you if I did.”
“I wouldn’t have believed you because I didn’t want to. I
wanted to marry a man who would have his own farm
someday.”
I changed the subject again, “Did you go thru inprocessing and get assigned a job here?”
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“No, I stole a canoe to get across the river and then
hitched rides. I haven’t eaten much, some left over fries, a
pack of chips. Some wild blackberries that were almost
frozen. Half a sandwich from one of the truck managers.”
“Let me get you something, I’ve got some lasagna I can
nuke.”
“Wow. Did your fiance make it?”
“Her mother, and we’re not engaged. She wants to finish
college before any legal entanglements of any kind.”
“So she’s Italian?”
“The only thing Italian about her is her mother’s lasagna.”
I had a piece in the microwave already. It was an old one, but
solid, with actual knobs on the panel, not a screen. There is
still a market for dependable, manual control machines that
can be understood by examining the macroscopic components
and expected to last decades. This was probably installed a
century ago.
Jill shrugged her way out of her parka, took off her boots
and ski pants. The mountains she came thru must have been a
lot colder than here. I hadn’t been out of the city since I got
here, so I didn’t know how different the climate was there.
She came into the kitchen just as it finished. “This is really
quaint,” she said, “and so compact. There’s a lot of counter
space for so small an area.”
“This corner refrigerator is the key.”
I set it on the table, she sat with it, “Aren’t you having
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any?” She asked as she dug in.
“I can wait for her, I haven’t been starving on the road.”
“Wow, this is really good, what are these, sausage slices?”
“Goat sausage actually.”
“I guess that could be real authentic Italian?”
“It’s better for you and cheaper here. They can eat the
vegetation here and climb the rocky hillsides.”
“I’m a little wierded out but I have to admit it’s delicious,
and I’ve had lasagna before. So where is this love of your life
tonight?”
“She’s got a late class but she should be home soon. It’s
getting cold out there so I don’t think she’ll go down to the
church tonight.” There was still a little clean up to do from
Exalt!, stuff had been piled in the storeroom haphazardly,
some people were going down tonight to help straighten it
out.
“So you still go to church?”
“It’s different, it concentrates more on the gospels and the
word of Jesus and less on the old testament. More on the love
and salvation of Christ and less on the Judgment of God.”
“I’m glad to hear she’s active in the church.”
“She’s a good artist, and helps when it’s something she
likes to do.”
“And she’s in college? What’s she taking?”
“Research Management.”
“Wow, so she’s got money?”
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“They’re staying above water but college is free if you
qualify.”
She digested that awhile. College was the big
differentiator in the USA. If you had money, you could go, if
you didn’t, you couldn’t. Those who failed Manhood but had
money could still go to college and get a good job, they just
couldn’t own property, marry or vote. To allow people
without money into college would allow people to cross class
lines, something that American society was carefully
designed to impede. Whether Jill came to those conclusions,
or just thought about the fact that she might have gone to
college if she was smart enough, she didn’t pursue it. Instead
she asked, “What’s she look like?”
This was the part that I was dreading. “Well, she’s a bit
dainty, about five four and slender, not bone skinny, but slim
with a really cute shape. She’s got long and curly brown hair,
dark, sparkling eyes and a really cute little nose. She’s kind of
bubbly, is often swaying to a tune in her head.” I could see
that Jill was distressed. “I’m guessing you didn’t think I could
get over Deb,” who was probably her closest friend.
She answered when she could, she was eating hungrily,
“I was hoping you could get over Deb, just not until I got
here.”
I was afraid of where this was going. “I’m sorry, but
there’s nothing special about me.”
“You’re here where I’m pretty sure Sam can’t get to me. I
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didn’t try to cover my tracks, but I haven’t done anything
electronic.”
“The nets don’t connect. Like it or leave it, the net here is
a government monopoly, nothing can be posted except on
hand-typed boards that isn’t fact checked. There are private
news networks, but they are fined for all reporting that turns
out to be untrue. But what about your implant?” I asked.
“Took it out myself with the good kitchen knife and left it
on the kitchen table with the bloody knife. What about you?”
“They remove them at the border, they’re illegal here, you
need diplomatic immunity or a tourist visa to bring one in the
country.”
“I bet they used anesthetic.”
“They froze it, but it wasn’t bad.”
“Kids are getting them abdominally now,” she said around
another bite.
“So they won’t be so easy to remove. But they already
have a roboscope for that and have already performed the
procedure remotely using a doctor in Ottawa. The USA
knows it...” when I heard the door open.
“I smell my mom’s lasagna,” was the first thing she said.
She couldn’t see us from down there in the entry landing.
I got to the top of the stairs by the time she was halfway
up. I got to say, “We’ve got a visit...” by the time she covered
my lips with hers and we stumbled back to the top of the
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stairs, leaning against the wall. “from the USA, this is Jill,
she’s a friend of that girl I talked way too much about.”
I have to admit Jill did her best to cover her shock but her
chin dropped and her eyes popped. She couldn’t actually
speak, only squeak a little, “Hi.”
“And she’s eating my Lasagna.”
“There’s some left,” I said.
“Not in the romantic evening mood I see?” Keisha said.
She’d put her book bag on the high shelf and waved to Jill as
she said that.
I could see there was more than just her surprise that
Keisha was African in Jill’s distress, there was her concern
that Keisha was much prettier than her.
“I could easily be persuaded but Jill came all this way to
escape an abusive husband.”
Her expression changed to one of concern, “Is he chasing
you?” Keisha asked. “If he is I’ll go down and lock the door.”
“No, he’d never come here, and I didn’t leave many
tracks,” Jill said, getting her chin back up somehow. She
hadn’t processed it yet.
“Just a stolen canoe and some truck captains,” I said
about her trail.
“They each picked up a different girl with different
clothing.”
“You hardly have any?”
“Drop off bins, there’s used clothing donation bins all
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over this country. When I said I got this coat there, that’s
where I got it.”
“How do you get in?”
“I’ve got an app that can hack them, it works here too.”
Meanwhile Keisha hung up her jacket and we came to the
table. “It’s a lock off a garage door opener,” Keisha said.
“Anyway, hi, I’m Keisha.” She extended her hand.
Jill’s mouth was still open but she took it, rather limply.
Keisha looked at me like the girl might be having a spell of
some kind and did I think we should intervene. “She’s from
USA,” I said, by way of explanation.
“Ah-ha,” she said, “must be Afro-shock,” Keisha reached
out and ticked the back of Jill’s hand.
“But you?” she asked me.
“He’s hardly got an Afro gene in him,” Keisha said. “If
we ever had kids they’d have have to come to me for all of
them.”
“You’re pretty matter of fact about it,” Jill said.
“Well it’s pretty much a matter of fact,” Keisha replied.
“Not that we’ve decided on any such thing as kids at this
point in our lives, but if we ever did.”
“So you’re serious?” Jill asked.
“About what?” Keisha asked.
“Each other,” Jill answered.
“Are you asking so I’ll text you when I’m done with
him?” Keisha said, taking a step back, “Is that what this is
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about?”
“No, it’s about somewhere to go to escape from Sam,” she
said, looking at me for help.
“There’s only one bed in this place,” Keisha said, “one or
the other of us will have to share it. It’s a king so we might all
fit, but somehow I sense you would not be comfortable with
that.”
Jill turned to me, “I thought you said you still went to
church?”
“We go together,” Keisha said.
“And you sleep together?” Jill asked.
Keisha looked at me, “I probably should have studied
American culture a little more thoroughly.”
“In the 20th century,” I began, “when the states on the
coasts moved to new ways of living that can trace their roots
to the 1960’s, the middle of the country tried as much as
possible to remain in the era before that, at least socially.
While they will admit that science has discovered such things
as birth control pills, condoms, antibiotics, they refuse to
embrace the social changes that result, specifically, that fact
that women are now empowered to enjoy recreational sex.”
“I see, because that’s something that’s been true here for
three hundred years,” Keisha said.
“Right,” I said.
“So it’s not just the vanilla chocolate thing?” Keisha
asked.
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“It’s that I can engage in loving but recreational sex with
someone I care about, and still feel comfortable in the
presence of the Lord on Sunday,” I said.
“We still hold hands,” Keisha said to Jill.
“In church?” Jill gasped.
“Some people keep their arms around each other during
the sermon.”
“And you think Jesus is in that room?”
“I know he is,” Keisha said, firmly.
“Oh.” Jill said, taken aback by her conviction.
“Anyway,” Keisha said, “I’m having mine.” She got out
the lasagna, put the rest on plates and put one in to nuke. “So
you need a place to stay?”
“I can find a place.”
“I think she’s lying,” I said.
“I think you’re right,” Keisha said.
“You okay to let her stay here a few days and come to
mine?” Keisha asked me.
“As long as you’re good with it, it’s your mom that’s
going to be popping by, not mine.”
“I can stand it I think. I’ll have to convince her I’m
studying or something.”
“She’s lonely.”
“She’s not too old to go out,” Keisha said. “I’ll probably
have to get Renee to ask her to the churrascoria or
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something.” She had broken up with Carlos the Monday after
Thanksgiving, probably because he said hardly a word all
afternoon, but watched Denise and Keisha and even Aja
pretty closely.
“When did they put that in?” Jill asked, pointing at the
microwave, which often rattled as it worked.
“This kitchen was put in when the lawyers that used to
own this place used it as their break room, that’s two hundred
years ago.”
“This oven is probably no more than a hundred years
old,” I said. Once they became commodity items, they
stopped the feature wars for market share and some had gone
back to knobs for time and buttons for power level. This one
was battered and had obviously been repaired by amateurs
several times. A few of the bend-over tabs had been replaced
by aluminum tape in one case, sheet metal screws in another.
But it still worked reliably and was built into the tile wall.
I knew Jill had changed the subject because she was
uncomfortable talking about the elephant in the room. I was
surprised she was handling it this well, that she didn’t run
screaming out into the cold without her coat.
“So anyway, are you okay to stay here by yourself?”
Keisha asked Jill.
“You don’t know that women are not free in the USA,
they are owned by their man be it father or husband?” Jill
asked her.
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“What about the old crone’s with no husband and the
father dies?” Keisha asked.
“Someone of the nephews will usually take them in,” I
answered.
“And if they don’t have any?”
“Some people get hit by trucks too,” Jill said, “a lot more
than starve by themselves in an abandoned house. Neighbors
will do something, churches will do something.”
“The USA privatized social security in 2057,” I told
Keisha. “The benefits were down to something that wouldn’t
cover the telecom bill by 2075 and today there are none at
all.”
“What’s social security?” Jill asked.
“A national pension plan,” Keisha told her. “Everybody
gets a portion of their salary when they retire. They have to be
seventy six, or disabled, and it isn’t a lavish life that it pays
for, but it’s something.”
“That sounds like communism,” Jill said.
“It’s benefits like that that make us enemies. It’s an
economic system that keeps society stratified and favors those
at the top, vs one that allows mobility and favors those in the
majority, who are much better off here.”
“Communism,” Jill repeated.
“You lived under a system that works so well,” I had to
remind her, “that you’re here to escape it.”
“So is it all lies?” Jill asked.
235

“Just enough to make it work, which is just enough lies to
make you doubt that there is any such thing as truth,” I said.
Keisha told her, “The government owns the data
networks, the electrical grid, the healthcare system and the
elder care system that they don’t have in your country. The
public schools work well enough that few private schools can
compete until you get to the college level. Then it’s only
those who couldn’t get into the public colleges that pay their
way thru a private one.”
Jill had powered thru the lasagna by the time Keisha’s
was done. I put mine in while she sat down. I’d given Jill a
bigger piece than either of these, but we were not starved
from sneaking across the country. We had a few apples left,
we’d wound up with a bag from one of the guys at work who
went picking and picked too many. Jill slumped back in her
chair, held her head.
“So what am I going to do now?” she groaned.
“We aren’t going to throw you out,” I said, “even if there
are places you could go. You don’t know anything about them
because you didn’t get the orientation.”
“She can get it here, Hartford is a port of entry because of
the airport.”
“Is she in trouble for sneaking in?” I asked.
“Not really, as long as she hasn’t committed any other
crime here and stays clean for five years.”
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“She went thru used clothing drop-off boxes on the way
here.”
“You can get a fine for that, but if you don’t bring it up I
doubt that they’re going to track you down for it. We can
show you how to get to the airport, hell, we might as well all
go.”
“I have to work tomorrow,” I said.
“So I’ll take her,” Keisha said, “I’m out of class by 10:10
tomorrow and we don’t have workshop this week.”
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12. Moving Too Fast
I was home before Keisha and Jill got back from the
airport. I found their trip went rather well until the end. She
was accepted in, went thru her testing, verified that her chip
was removed and received her recommendations.
“There is nothing I can get in this town but assistant cook
and hospitality staff,” she griped. “I’d have to go off to New
York to get anything better, and they convinced me I’d be
better off here on an assistant cook’s salary than in New York
as a kitchen manager trainee.”
“I’d think they’d have kitchen manager trainee’s here?” I
said.
“Just no openings at this time,” Keisha said. “They have
one in Dayton and that’s no more expensive then here, but
she’s afraid to leave you.”
“Jill, that’s silly,” I said.
“I know nothing and no one.”
“You will,” I said.
“I don’t.”
“So did you take a job?” I sighed.
“The assistant cook job. Keisha told me the cook herself
is a good person, even if she’s big and gruff.”
“Kainsee’s?” I asked Keisha. She was a Bahamian
refugee who gave up trying to stay above water in the 20’s
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and has been here ever since. She’s close to six feet, sixty
years and three hundred pounds and cooks chicken better than
most in town. She was open round the clock and did
breakfasts and lunches for doctors and nurses mostly.
She just gave a quick little nod. Jill made a wry face.
“I’ll admit the commute is easy from here,” I said. I could
see her storefront from my window if not from this chair. It
was on the far side of the green, tucked in under the gym
spaces of the nursing school dorms beyond.
“I’ll get my own place soon,” Jill said.
I looked at Keisha and she said, “We’ve still got mine,”
but maybe with a bit of reluctance.
We wound up hiking there, each carrying a pack. “Ma’s
not going to like all this in the washer.” There was one
washing machine for the whole townhouse. It had no
processor at all, no connection to the net. It was a purely
mechanical device run by a motor and timer. It was illegal to
keep such a machine in the USA, marketing organizations
couldn’t gather stats on the washing you did if you had one of
these.
“I can take them to a laundromat or back to my building,”
I said.
“It’s not worth all that, it’s just the marriage thing I don’t
want to hear about. Not now, not til I’ve finished college, got
a job, know what I’m going to be and who I’m going to be.
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I’ll admit, this is a very good time in my life right now. I’m
having a really good time, I’m pretty enthused about most of
the stuff that I’m learning, including the private research
we’re doing together,” she patted my ass as she said that.
“This fall was great, a little hectic, but there was a lot going
on.”
“I know,” I said, “but that’s over.”
“Yeah, but I’ve got the photo editing for the Christmas
slides and programs coming up. I’m going to need time to do
those you know, it’s a lot more work than Exalt!.”
“They seem to put a lot of work into those three or four
hundred copies that we put out.”
“The Progress Church has seventeen rooms in the city,
we’re not just doing the program for this one.”
I must have thought the other churches all had their own?
Why did I forget that? This was the main one, but there are
sixteen more sites all over the city from Rockville to New
Britain and Cromwell, which is actually outside the city
limits, up to Windsor Locks, the one near the airport. “Sorry, I
forget about that.”
“Yeah, the whole church depends on me, not just this
room.”
It was late by the time we got everything unpacked and
set up and arranged as we would need it to live here awhile. I
had to make a trip back to my place for some breakfast food,
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some of her kitchenware, and toothpaste. When I got there,
Jill was crying. She stopped when I came in but I could see
she had been.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“You’re with her, what do you think is wrong?” she nearly
sobbed.
“Jill, you were with Sam, I was with Deb.”
“The way her dad had her sold off I was sure you’d be
angry and hurt. I knew I could get past your memories of her.
Yeah, you never did anything with me but I could see your
antennae twitch when I was around.”
“So you came here thinking you and I would get
together?”
“I figured I’d be the only white girl around.”
“Well you’re not, five percent of the local population are
naturally blond. I work with a girl who’s definitely white and
almost blond.”
“Your friend is not.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said.
“We were taught different,” she said.
“It took only one afternoon for me to figure out that we
were taught lies. I’ve since figured out a lot more lies we
were told. You’ve already seen that Laurentia is a hundred
years ahead of us in standard of living.”
“Not from a First Family’s viewpoint.”
“There are the equivalent here,” I told her. “We are the
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poor here.”
“So what, what about us? American’s here in what they
would like us to think of as enemy territory.”
“Some people can’t give up the fact that the occupation
ended in 2108. People have told me it ended in all but the
formalities by 2080 in these parts.”
“Because they never fought, because Africans already
controlled these states!”
“No they didn’t, they don’t control these states now.
Mixed race people control these states now, but there was
peace here at the time. Police did not habitually shoot
unarmed black men in this part of the country in the run-up to
the race war. There was some unnecessary roughness, and an
occurrence in New York. This was a much smaller city then,
but it didn’t happen here until the war was good and started,
and then the majority were against it. Instead of lynchings
and burnings, people here had solidarity marches and peace
parties. Churches reached out to each other, companies
examined their hiring and promotion policies.” I’d learned
that bit of history in the combined city/university library one
day while waiting for Keisha after her five o’clock.
“We still know these states surrendered to the Nigerians
as they landed.”
“These states were soon cleared of ethnic cleansing under
UN supervision,” I said.
“I didn’t come here to argue about politics. I’m here
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because he made me a slave.”
“That is the system in the USA. I didn’t pay enough
attention because I was male and it wouldn’t effect me. Now I
understand. You’re not the only one here with that problem.
That problem is why the population of Laurentia is 51.73%
percent female.”
“What’s the USA?” she asked.
“49.912% female,” I said. “Women escaping abuse the
way you are don’t make up the bulk of female immigration to
Laurentia. Most of them come because of economic equality
they are not granted in places like Pakistan, India, Indonesia,
China, Korea, even Japan, as well as a third of the countries
in Africa, and the Caribbean Union right here in the western
hemisphere. All those countries send more women to
Laurentia than the USA, but part of the reason is they all have
so many more to send, and they are much more able to get
here. Women of Talstan can’t get here, but if they could they
would probably all move here, Brazil or other Latin America,
or The European Union.”
“Why is it like this?” Jill whined.
“Because of the disparity in reproductive potential. The
male can have an essentially unlimited number of offspring if
he can find the mothers, he wants to impregnate as many
females as possible. Because the mammalian female’s
number of offspring is so limited, the female wants to be sure
each of her offspring have the best chance possible to survive
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and reproduce.”
“That’s why we want the hero for a husband,” she said. “I
can understand that. Well I had the hero, Sam was mighty, I’ll
give him that. His kids would have been also. If he didn’t kill
me one of them would. You will not kill me, nor will your
children.”
“I will not kill you and my children will not kill you but it
is very unlikely that my children and your children will be the
same people. You will do well, you will live well, we will
remain friends because we have the USA in common, but as
long as Keisha will have me, I will be Keisha’s. The loyalty I
could have given to Deb, in spite of the fact I felt only a tenth
the connection to her that I feel with Keisha, I will give to
Keisha until she tells me ‘no’.”
“She doesn’t feel an aversion to her children having a
white father?”
“She’s privately confessed, and doesn’t really feel proud
of this, so I’m not supposed to tell, but she feels she is an
outlier because of her overt Africanness, and wants her
children to be closer to the norm.”
“So she’s picked you?”
“So she likes to give white guys a chance because of it.
She gave me a chance and I took it, she could do way better
than me.”
Jill tried for a while to get her mind around that. “That’s
really weird. She wants her children to be more mixed-breed
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than she is?”
“She totally knows what the ideal form for this climate is
and will consciously aim her offspring at it.”
“And you can’t see thru that?”
“Why? It works for me too, those offspring that would be
better adapted for this climate would be my offspring too. Our
skin is too susceptible to sunburn in this climate. The fact that
my children with Keisha would be better adapted to the
American plains also is the USA’s problem, not mine. This
climate is much sunnier than northern Europe, as sunny as
southern Europe, but with much greater seasonal extremes of
temperature than southern Europe, in the direction of winter
cold, not summer heat.”
“Winter’s closing in here also, summer’s not that much
longer than back home.”
“It’s the second of December.”
“Is it that late? I lost track, I went over the border on the
seventeenth of November. I missed Thanksgiving.”
“It was October 19th in Laurentia this year. It was a
Monster Holiday Weekend here, the last weekend of
summer.”
“I missed it in both countries.”
“We have Exalt! in place of American Thanksgiving in
this city.”
“What’s that?” she asked.
“The Progressive Christian Music Festival.”
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“She used that term on me, ‘Progressive Christians’?” Jill
asked.
“It’s those Christians who embrace all the scattered forms
of the human condition. All climate adaptations, all sexual
adaptations and all social adaptations. The Progress Church is
pretty much the founder of the movement. They claim that
God is about to reveal another covenant to mankind, a new
covenant that will offer life eternal here and now on Earth. A
new covenant that accepts the reconciliation of God and
science, including the fact that modern science accepts that
there could not exist a single mathematical point, unless
created by God. Science also accepts the fact that their
methods and instruments cannot determine anything at all
about God, that which is outside time and space. A new
covenant that accepts that our sexual morals must be different
as eternals than they were as ephemerals.”
“God is unchanging,” she said.
“He exists outside time, time is just something he created,
so of course he is unchanging. However his universe is ever
changing and evolving and we are motes inside it.”
“I know that,” she said. “But I know science and religion
will always be mortal enemies. Religion is God, science is
Satan.”
“And maybe that is the fundamental division between the
Good Ole USA and Laurentia. In the national psyche here,
science and religion are on the same side. We all agree, both
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theologian and scientist, that scientists study the works of
God. There are some scientists who believe they study God
thru his works, but both Keisha and I, and most scientists in
this country, agree on saying that they study the works of
God.”
“Sounds like heresy.”
“God is outside of time, we are not. Our covenant with
God evolves, the deeper into his universe we go.”
“I can’t accept that.”
“Then don’t go to a Progress church. There’s even a
baptist church here, it’s right up there on Main Street and it’s
almost four hundred years old also. I’ll warn you, it’s a squat
brick building, not a white church with a tall white steeple. I
was going to go there, but I met Keisha and she took me to
the main Progress Church.”
“It sounds almost like you were drugged, were you doing
anything?”
“No,” I said. “But anyway, I’m here to pick up a few
things.”
She didn’t interfere as I did that, but while I was finding a
few more clothes Keisha left here she said with a sniffle,
“You would really, after all we were, pick that African girl
over me?”
I wouldn’t get into the fact that there was absolutely
nothing more between us than Deb was her best friend and
she might have tried to test my faithfulness to her best friend.
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“Jill, you have to understand it has nothing to do with her
being an African girl and everything to do with her being the
girl I’m in love with. As far as race is concerned, it’s not
about which race has how much status, it’s about a person’s
status has nothing to do with race.”
I was soon out of there and on the way back to Keisha’s. I
should have been more perceptive about Jill back in Kansas. I
did notice that she flirted, but I always thought Deb put her
up to it to test me. Now she’d beaten her way across the
continent, a much more difficult journey than mine had been.
Compared to what she knew of where she was going it was an
epic quest, the adventure of a lifetime.
She did it to track me down, that was what was hard to
understand. I’m a pretty average guy, average brown hair,
now getting long the way it is here so often. Not built, not
skinny, in good enough shape for any picnic games. Five
eleven in sneakers. My only outstanding feature in this world,
outstanding whiteness, a pure blood Caucasian, not five
percent of the one point four million in the city limits. But
seventy five percent of the city’s population is over half
European, counting southern European. The ten to fifteen
percent African ancestry that more than half the population
has is very apparent in their look.
Congress Street is only one long block, townhouses on
both sides except for the very beginning where that twenty
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five story condo tower on Maple had its back entry. Half the
townhouses were ancient brick things, every other one was a
modern easy-block structure built into the space between the
ancient ones. Imelda’s was one of those.
Keisha’s place was a half floor down. There was a tiny
patio in front under her mother’s front porch and stairs.
Ancient hedges separated it from the sidewalk on one side,
the front end of her mother’s van overhung the other side.
Four stone steps lead down to it on that side of those to her
mother’s porch. I dreaded what these steps would be in mid
winter. I’d be putting the bags down on the ledge while I held
on to get down.
“I got breakfast,” I said as I came thru the door. The door
opened between the sitting and eating sides of the front room.
The place was really one room. There were sliding partitions
that could be pulled out to separate the ‘bedroom’ corner. It
was about thirty feet wide and twenty four deep. There were
four easy-block columns down the middle of the room. The
kitchen corner was better than mine with more counter space
and newer, higher quality appliances. Her mother had paid for
it, and had actually rented the space for a couple years while
Keisha was in high school. The rental years had paid for the
renovations.
“I got dinner ready,” she said.
I could smell it. It was one of the better rice and bean
mixes. You have to make the rice separate with this one and
249

mix it or top it as you prefer. She preferred to top it and ring it
with chips and give us each little plates. Her table was
actually intended as a patio set two hundred and fifty years
ago, or so. It was cast aluminum that had once been painted to
look like cast iron, but only a few, very tiny specks of that
paint remained in the most sheltered spots. It had originally
had a glass top, but for two of those centuries its top had been
a succession of home-made pieces of plywood or plexiglass
that more-or-less fit until Imelda had taken in a glass-smith
for a couple years.
She had some hand-drum and flute music on. Like usual,
I’d never heard it before. As I was packing the breakfast mix
into the cabinet she pointed to I asked, “Did you and Jill talk
much today?”
“Oh yeah, why? Did she complain?”
“No, but she seemed a little disillusioned today,” I said.
“Oh?” she asked.
I left the bag on the counter, I’d take it to the bathroom
after. I didn’t even know where she wanted to keep those
clothes. To be honest, I’d found that the backs and arms of
chairs was where she seemed to store most of her clothing.
After doing laundry she usually left it in the basket til she
needed it. That wasn’t all bad, watching her digging thru the
basket while nude was entertaining. “She talk about me at
all?”
“Filled my ears with Deb,” Keisha said. She was already
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at the table and working on the beans and rice on chips
already. “You were the love of her life. You were going to
become a man and make her a home and maybe even own a
farm some day.”
“I could probably buy her a farm in my future here,” I
said, “but never there. I’m not even a man there, as you
know.”
“The capitalist need for an underclass,” she said. I knew
what she meant, I probably told her without attributing it to
capitalism.
“I think it’s republicanism,” I said. “Cutthroat, winnertake-all capitalism, packaged with racism, gun violence,
jingoistic patriotism and elitism.”
“You sound very anti-American at this point.”
“Maybe I’m over-reacting, maybe someday I’ll make
peace with being lied to all my life.”
“But don’t your news outlets say that we’ve been lied to
all our lives?”
“They tell us that you can only get government internet
here.”
“And that is true, as a matter of fact. Facts are checked,
data service is a utility like water and sewer and power.
They’re all metered and the rates are lower than in the
competition based system in your country.”
“Am I being deported?” I asked, a little dumbfounded. “I
thought Laurentia was my country as soon as I took
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possession of the ID card.”
“Yours in that it’s where you came from.”
“What did Jill tell you about it that I forgot?”
“That people are less than full citizens if they’re female.”
“They’re assumed to get their citizenship thru their father
or husband.”
“And how do you feel about that system?” she was about
to bite another chip full, “specifically, would you assume your
wife gets her citizenship thru you?”
“The fact that I DON’T approve of that plan is one of the
main reasons why I’m here. I’ll admit, I missed all that when
I was a cocky kid all sure I was going to win Manhood
because I was smart enough to do quite well on the writtenorals, and athletic enough to beat half the guys who passed
the written-orals. It wasn’t til I faced discrimination myself
that I understood how it felt.”
“I’ve never known how it felt, as long as I can remember
I’ve been pretty, smart and loved. I’ve always joined in,
always felt welcome and always knew I’d find a way to
succeed. I feel privileged to be so fortunate and worry about
those who aren’t, but I don’t really know what it’s like.”
“It’s frustrating most of all. No matter how well I did on
the floor sweeper test, I could not change the fact that my
father doesn’t know the guy.”
“That kind of thing happens here too, but people of all
sexes and ethnic groups have a pretty equal shot, on average.”
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“The USA can’t handle that concept.”
We ate awhile, she looked serious when she said, “There’s
something I have to talk about, that I worry about. Besides all
the normal misunderstandings this conversation is likely to
bring up, there’s bound to be the misunderstandings that come
up because we grew up in such different cultures.”
“This does sound a little grim.”
“It’s not, I don’t want to change a thing, but it’s just that, I
don’t want to change a thing. I still totally want to remain
faithful to you, and I’ll expect that from you as long as you
can stand it, and please warn me when you can’t.”
“I can’t imagine that, but there must be a ‘but’?”
“We don’t have to move in together just yet. I’m not
giving school the attention it deserves, and next semester’s
going to be hard.”
“I wasn’t trying to get in your way,” I said, “you can have
all the time you need. You wanted to go to most of the things
we went to I thought? Or were you just going all those places
to entertain me?”
“I was having so much fun, but I know I have to pull
back, there’s always too many events to go to them all. I’ve
only worked two Saturdays this year so far.”
“Take all the time you want.”
“But will you get your own place back?”
“She said she’ll get a place of her own as soon as she
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can.”
“That could be ‘75 if she doesn’t make it a priority.”
“I know what you’re saying, and I don’t expect you to
take my word for it that she stayed on the couch and I stayed
in the bedroom.”
“Just because I’m going to need to concentrate on school
a little more thru finals and next semester doesn’t mean we
won’t see each other at all. You know I can’t go more than
two or three days without a man and I think we should plan
on going out as least one night a week.”
“How bad does the weather get?”
“You’ll want a coat with a lining, gloves if you’re going
to be handling anything metal outdoors. I’ve seen two winters
where the ground didn’t really freeze and snow never really
stuck. One year what we had for Exalt! was as bad a it got
except for a week one time and a weekend another. On the
other hand, there are days that don’t get above freezing
almost every year”
“What kind of things will be going on over the winter?”
“The shows don’t slow down, the casinos don’t slow
down, not that I’m into throwing away money in return for
blinking images on a screen. The comedy clubs stay open but
we can’t get in most of them. The clubs are open and do more
business than ever. Guys that were doing the summer circuit
in New York come up here over the winter. There’s a
Christmas extravaganza at the Armory that corresponds to the
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major Christmas Rock show at the arena.”
“Doesn’t sound like we’ll get bored.”
“This isn’t the time of life for boredom,” she said. “My
mom’s not quite to that stage yet.”
“No, not close, she’s the life of the party.”
“But I’m going to have to be more boring for awhile. Like
I said, fall was a whirlwind.”
“Are you trying to tell me I’ve got the couch?” I was
really worried about that because it wasn’t long enough.
“You know I can’t sleep in the same room with you
without you making love to me and holding me. I wanted to
jump on you from the minute you walked around the corner
with Denise.”
“I hope you still feel that way.”
“Oh yeah,” she said, so we cleaned up from supper and
retired to the other corner of the room.
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13. A Fireside Chat
“So you think she’ll invite you over tonight?” Jill asked.
“No, I think there’s a revision to the the Christmas
program that came up today in light of the latest refugees.”
“What is it now?”
“A cooling center in Java, Indonesia,” I read off my
phone. “Sixty thousand altogether, four thousand coming to
the city because there are jobs for them and vacant housing
for them here.”
“That’s a lot all at once,” she said.
“We, actually our ancestors, shouldn’t have made large
areas of the planet uninhabitable.” Fortunately for the west,
many of those areas were in Talstan, an area where a lot of the
oil had come from. God was just.
“No, you’re right, but why do the refugees have to land
here?”
“Because Laurentia gets a large share of growth from
immigration and refugees are often some of the cheapest of
all. They weren’t misfits who wanted to leave, they were
forced to flee for some other reason, in this case the heat.”
“People are always dying of the heat over there.”
“In this last generation or so. But they are dying in Texas
too when they can’t pay their A/C bill, we just don’t hear
about those. Of course we didn’t hear about those in
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Indonesia either until we got here.”
“Look, we were lied to,” Jill said. “I hate to admit I fell
for it.”
“We all fell for it. I recently read,” I’d had a lot more time
for reading while Keisha was working hard at school, “that
the fracture of the Old USA and the collapse of the golden
age was due to people voluntarily censoring the information
they received, til we lived in two different civilizations in our
minds before the occupation and partition even happened.”
“You were always such a brain.”
“Thanks,” I said, hoping she didn’t mean I never was a
body.
She’d made shrimp scampi over spicy rice this evening.
She was much more into cooking than Keisha, and Kainsee
was starting to wonder about her position as first cook in her
own restaurant. I had a feeling Jill would get her own shift
soon, like breakfast or late night. The medical sector was
round the clock, and her little dive was right on the edge of it.
There were a lot of regulars, especially for breakfast and late
night.
“This is amazing. You could have been a cook back
home.”
“I would have been a cook for Sam alone, and any
children we might have.”
“More people get to share the joy this way.”
“I could have been happy cooking for my family alone.”
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“If that’s what you want you can still have it.”
“Yeah!?” she said.
“I’m sure you meet people every day, I’m sure you’ve met
some at church already.”
She had gone up the street to the downtown baptist
church. “Just curlies,” she said.
“That doesn’t mean you can’t have what you want.”
“I don’t know if I could be like you. I agree Keisha’s a
wonderful person and if it doesn’t bother you and doesn’t
bother her then who am I to stand in the way, but I think I
need a white man.”
“Five percent of the men in the city leaves twenty five
thousand pure Caucasian males in the city. The proportion is a
little higher outside the city.” There were lots of Indonesians,
they had been climate refugees for more than a generation
already. They took what were once suburban tracts, built an
easy-block house on the old foundation and turned the yards
into farms, often turning other foundations into greenhouses.
“I’ve only been here two weeks, I don’t see many
Caucasian men where I spend my time. Almost all I see are
South American. I never knew Laurentia and Brazil were so
tight.”
“Most of them here are not Brazilian, they’ve been here
for centuries and only look Brazilian because they’re
prosperous.”
“Not very,” she said.
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“More than we were.”
“Yeah, okay, but Sam is going to have a lot more than
that.”
“Yes, but you don’t know where you’re going to go. You
want a good husband who treats you well, four children, a
nice big house and wide fields around it.”
“I left all that behind.”
“You can find it in Outer Glastonbury, South Windsor,
East Windsor. They’re all within ten or fifteen miles of here.”
“Would you give me that?”
“Probably not. I don’t really know a thing about farming,
just about farm machinery. I’m going to stick with the
apprentice program and city life, at least for the time being.”
“It’s cute. This little green here is almost like all of
Marshall, and I’m not counting the big buildings, they’re
actually off the green, just these really old ones right around
the green itself.”
“Yeah,” I said, “it’s a three sided version of Memorial
Square in front of the town hall and courthouse.”
Here the buildings were mainly storefronts with a few
stories of apartments over them. Ones she could afford in
another couple weeks. I missed Keisha sharing my bed as a
matter of course like it had been for several weeks before Jill
got here. We’d had to resort to making the kitchen/dining
level the living level and the two rooms upstairs into separate
bedrooms. I used the back one a bit more than half the time
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now. I gave her the front one because she had it every night.
The tiny little porch was no longer a bonus to the room, the
big arch window in the other was.
This was the 22nd, a Tuesday night. Keisha would be at the
church late putting the finishing touches on the Christmas
program. The print file had to be in the printer’s inbox in the
morning or it wouldn’t get to the churches in time for service.
Keisha was going in the delivery van tomorrow night that
would pick them up by midnight and deliver them overnight
to every congregation in the Progress Church. We would have
our usual Friday night at her place on Thursday, then walk to
church on Christmas morning. She promised we could go to
bed early Christmas night and conduct a service of our own.
She often thanked Jesus for allowing her to experience such
ecstasy.
The upstairs rooms were a little chilly. There were weak
electric radiators we could turn on, but it was better to be
down by the gas heater until wrapping up in bed. There were
electric bed heaters here, you set a time and temp and the bed
would be maintained at that temp until turned off or you lay
on it. Once you were in, it turned off. That made sixty four
degree rooms much more comfortable.
Down here the table was pushed against the wall on one
end of the room as close to the door as it could go and still
allow someone to sit on that side. We’d lugged my yard sale
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couch back downstairs and had that pushed against the stairs
on the other end of the dining room. The light fixture had
been relocated with a toggle bolt and a coat hanger or it
would be impossible to walk in here without banging your
head on it. We had her new tablet on our laps so we could
kick back on the couch and watch a movie that I was buying.
Hers was a big tablet and worth watching at this distance.
It was natural that we would be in contact, and it was
probably inevitable that the contact would get closer as the
evening progressed. She turned to me so her breast rested on
my side, I had my arm around her. Back in July this would
have been the most sexual thing I’d ever done with a girl. I
was conscious of the fact that she was a desirable girl. I was
not going to do her, though I believed she wanted it. Was I
being a tease if I continued to enjoy her warmth and closeness
but would not consummate it? I swore before Jesus I would
tell her as soon as she did something overtly sexual.
The movie was American, an award winner. It was a
complex drama taking place on the Centauri colony. It was
actually shot on New Dallas and remote locations on the
tundra, but it was filled with Angels using magic in simulated
worlds, Angels in androids, confused children raised by
androids, some of them already adult. A near revolt by the
biologicals against the simulates and Angels was the crux of
the plot. The book was written when it was thought the
Resplendent Dragon would be arriving in the Centauri system
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and changing the balance of power appreciably. Even though
a Daedalus sleepership was a museum relic today, the three
thousand sleepers aboard were three quarters of the mortal
population of the system in the movie. Thus there was a much
bigger Chinese presence in the movie than it looked like there
would ever be in real life. In real life both Brazil and Nigeria
had a larger presence at Centauri than China, but the movie
was great anyway, if a little long.
When it was done she turned over on my lap and looked
at me. “It’s still early,” she said.
“You’re on the lunch shift again tomorrow?”
“All week,” she said.
“You’ll probably solo by the time you get to late night.”
“I’ll never do late-night, especially alone. I’ll solo
breakfast before I’ll do late-night.” Breakfast at Kainsee’s
was almost as busy as lunch, busier on weekends with a
waiting line Sunday morning. She would have three
waitresses to keep busy.
“What if Hugh was with you?” Hugh, often called Huge,
was six six if he was an inch, and maybe two forty five. He
could squat four hundred and bench three. Kitchen help was
his profession, everything from the dishes and mopping to
repairing the machines and sharpening knives. Martial Arts
was his hobby. Jack would be a lot more helpless in the ring
with him than I was with Jack.
262

“I don’t know. I know he can be trusted in the crowd of
lunch shift, but I don’t know if it was just me and him. We’ve
never talked about much. He calls me Uhssah Girl or just
Uhssah, mostly just Uhssah.”
“I know, I don’t like it either, but compared to what the
USA calls Laurnetian citizens, it’s a very small hurt.”
“Yeah,” she sighed. “You know I always wondered why,
if this is such a decadent and weak nation, why hadn’t we sent
our big, brave army in here to subdue them. Now I see why.”
“It’s small town against big city,” I said. “It’s Jack against
Huge.”
“Splat,” she sighed. “I admit it, it would be like attacking
Brazil, just easier to get to.”
“It is clearly more like Brazil or Europe than the USA,” I
said. “It’s clearly more advanced than Mexico.”
“Have you been there?”
“No, and okay, I see your point, we know only what the
media reports about Mexico.”
She took a deep breath like there was a long story coming
up. “My family has a paper letter written by an ancestor
visiting Brazil in 1975. Notice the ‘1’ in that date. The media
in the USA had portrayed Brazil as oxcarts in the streets.
Instead he went down a jetway, which they didn’t have in
Witchita in 1975, to find newspaper headlines about the
debate in congress about funding the space program.
Headlines about the Brazilian congress debating the Brazilian
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space program.”
“They had not yet achieved an orbital launch at the time,
but were about to begin their first success in space by
manufacturing satellites. By 2000 they already had a
significant share of satellite manufacturing.”
“Who else made them then?”
“The USA and Russia were still ahead of Brazil in
satellite manufacturing volume in 2000, with Europe and
Japan about the same as Brazil. China was yet to enter, but
did have a launch by then, but using a rocket of Brazilian
design.”
“What happened?” she asked.
“The Republicans gave the rich tax cut after tax cut, the
governments went bankrupt, the corporations took over, all
services not provided by the corporations stopped and the noman’s land before the occupation came about. This whole
quarter of the country was turned over to Canada as a kind of
UN protectorate in 2108 when the occupation formally ended.
They felt Canada was more fit to administer the area than the
new government in Dallas.” Canada and later Laurentia were
never able to gain control of the Warlord’s territory in
northeastern and north central Pennsylvania, and the
adjoining mountains and hills in New York state up to and
including the Catskills. Laurentia gave up by 2200 and
established border stations on the roads. A lot of roads leading
into the area were taken out, but trails have persisted, usually
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known only to locals. She probably didn’t care yet about the
ongoing problem of the Warlord of Pennsylvania and the
lawless region he controlled.
“How’d you find that out,” she asked, “and how do you
know it isn’t as much fabrication as what we were told in
school.”
“Unless you were there yourself, all accounts are nothing
more than electrons on a screen.”
She sighed over that. “I’ll give it more weight because
I’m here now and I see what’s here. The two of us are not
much more affluent than my family was. We’re a lot better off
in bathrooms here than the one in my whole house.”
“I’m not complaining about the material standard of
living here or back home. I’ve seen what the next promotion
will buy, a place in that tower beside us.”
“I never knew there were buildings like that still up.”
“That building was put up after the occupation.”
Wyllysmere had offices looking up Main because it’s a north
exposure and lavish apartments on the south where I might
afford a one-room. The apartments in the other tower on the
Wethersfield Avenue side were affordable three-bedroom flats
in decent shape, but not as well-kept as the other tower.
“I’d get one in the building on Maple, looking west,” I
said. “That way spring and fall are more pleasant and summer
we are out at way too many things to do anyway. But I know
what I’m saying sounds different in my ears than yours
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because of my use of the word ‘we’ and ‘us’ in what I’ve been
saying. The ‘we’ and ‘us’ I’m using is me and Keisha. You
could find a place in the same building once you get your
own shift, which will be possible in a month if it was latenight solo, and forced on you in eighteen months because
there is just no one else to take dinner, which is your best
meal by the way.” It was also the least traffic, most people
went to fancier places for dinner. Kainsee usually had specials
at good prices and those with only a few bucks to spare came
in.
“Nice of you to say that, naughty of you to dash my hopes
that ‘we’ and ‘us’ could be as we are tonight. I really like this,
I like that we’ve been together unchapparroned for days. I
like being close with a guy I think I can really trust. I was
nervous the first couple days. You could have done anything
you wanted and it would be the stray tramp’s word against
yours.”
“You’re not a stray tramp, you’re a provisional citizen,
you’ve got a job you’re good at, and have a good immediate
future in front of you. You’ll have the means to get a place of
your own in a few more weeks at the most.”
“So you want me out?”
“You want to take over this apartment?”
“That too.”
“What are you saying?”
“Stay here, with me, and let her go off and do her school
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stuff and church stuff and whatever else she wants to do in
her liberation. Stay here where you can have a wife and
mother, a mother who can give you children that look like
you.”
I was pretty stunned. If we’d been out and had three or
four beers I could see this kind of baring of her soul. Before I
could think of a gentle way to reply, she was crying loudly
and getting my shirt wet with her tears. If she wiped her nose
on it I was going to say something about that. Instead I patted
her shoulder. “I’m much too young to be a father,” I said.
“That’s why I supported re-testing and delayed testing.”
“I see now that we lived in a country where change was
illegal.”
“It was illegal if those in power could see any way it
could harm them. If the change was something that would
increase their share of the pie, modernization was welcome.”
“I don’t want to talk about countries any more, I’m not
miss USA and you’re not mister Laurentia. We’re an island
here, I can see you know it, you feel it too.”
“No, I know where this is going and you’re not here til
you get over it. It is not just us here, I’ve met many American
refugees. Like the USA allows only the Caucasian race,
Laurentia only allows the human race, all other races are
excluded.”
“Very funny.”
“You can tell when you finally get that joke, it’s when you
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understand why it isn’t funny.”
“I wasn’t going there anyway,” Jill said. “We’re an island
because we’re from Livick, everyone else here is strangers to
both of us.”
“Jill, we shared Livrick Kansas and all that that implies,
good and bad. You’ve seen here that customers at the cash
register will share more with you than you would with you
best friend in Livrick if your father could overhear. Parents
and teens here are friends and help their children focus their
antennae as they grow up, instead of like it was with us, make
us all pretend there there was no such thing as hormones.
Anyway, the point I’m trying to make with all this is that
Keisha and I have shared a lot more of our souls with each
other than Deb and I ever did. I see it now as Deb and I
transferring old lines back and forth to each other, lines we’d
seen in movies our parents watched. Keisha and I actually
talk. In these last few minutes we’ve each bared our souls to
each other more than Deb and I ever did.”
“We grew up together.”
“We never talked. We said ‘hi’ when we were both around
Deb at the same time. Deb told me more about you than you
did. You acted seductive, I’ll admit that, as much as you
could.”
“What does that mean?”
“Denise, for instance, can look much more seductive in an
old tee shirt and cut offs tapping her foot waiting for the dryer
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to finish than anything you could do.”
“Denise is the one that could punch a couple holes in a
wall if she walked toward it and didn’t stop in time?”
I was embarrassed at the description but agreed with a
chuckle, “Yeah, her, unit E with her mother.”
“She’s all right in spite of that figure. She’s pretty graphic
about the way her fiance works out on them.”
“How did you respond?”
“Complained that I can’t get anything out of you, that it’s
too f’ing platonic.”
“I’m sorry, but she and Keisha are good friends, that will
get back to her.”
She ignored that, “You don’t feel like a fellow refugee?”
“No, I feel like I went away to college, or even on an
interstellar mission.” The planet at Tau Ceti was probably the
most Earthlike and there should be messages from there
shortly. There were thousands of books and hundreds of
movies imagining what they were going to find, ancient ruins,
advanced civilizations, high tech terraforming by civilizations
from the super-Earths that bracketed it. “I’ve done better than
back home here. I’ve got my own apartment, a job, a church,
a lover. Just about everything I always hoped for except
children, but I understand the wisdom of waiting for those.”
“You’re living in sin.”
“I’m mortal, it comes with the territory,” I repeated after
Keisha.
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“You’re making light of it.”
“You’re asking me to sin with you.”
“Am I?” she asked.
“Do I or do I not detect that your wish is that we would
spend the night in the same bed.”
“As long as it’s yours, that futon...”
“I know, but you can afford a bed now, even if you can’t
afford your own place.”
“You’re kinda pushing that,” she said. She was laying
across me now so her chest was noticeably on my belly. She
was nothing like Denise, more like Keisha.
“Your attempts to come between me an Keisha are
making me uncomfortable,” I said.
“It’s not like you’re married.”
“We’re a lot closer than Deb and I and you refrained from
overt attempts to get between me and Deb.”
“If we were at your house and your parents weren’t home,
I don’t know about that.”
“I don’t either,” I admitted. There were some dreams
where that could happen, but no likely reality. Being left
alone together in Livrick was less likely than the reality
where we met here, over a thousand miles from Livrick.
I felt guilty about enjoying her presence as much as I did.
I started to wonder, was Keisha’s appeal just because she had
been my first? Would I have bonded as strongly with Deb as I
had with Keisha if we had sex? I know a lot of kids did it,
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back in Kansas, but the penalty for getting caught was more
than I cared to risk. Her father was more diligent than some,
but not as strict as many. Jill didn’t feel quite as tingly as
Keisha, but she was softer and curvier. Now that she wasn’t
so trail worn, her hair was a brilliant, shining gold and her
eyes were as deep as a twilit eastern sky. I had my arm across
her, my hand on her shoulder.
I was having a difficult time convincing myself that our
contact was still chaste. If I ran my hand up and down her
body like I usually did with Keisha if we were lying like this
it would definitely not be chaste and I knew, just from
looking at her, that it should be just as much fun. I also knew
that if I did that, Jill would probably not object, but would
probably use it as an argument that I was just as attracted to
her as I was to Keisha. I also knew that if I did, and felt the
curve of that ass that was only lightly covered here on my
couch with me, I would get a boner, and it would poke her in
the short ribs. That would definitely not be chaste.
“What do you have against your own blood?” she asked
me after the silence of my musings went on.
I was amazed that she was still coming back to this. “You
still aren’t getting the joke about the human race.”
“I guess not, come on, give it away so us dumb shits can
be clued in.”
“All other races are excluded. If you’re going to be about
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races within the human race, you’re excluded from
Laurentia.”
“So when it suits you science is the final arbiter, but when
science shows that you are more closely related to me than
her it’s not and you’ll pick Laurentian political orthodoxy
over your own DNA?”
“Purity of DNA may not be a good thing, remember the
adaptation to climate? It’s sunny here two thirds of the time
and summer is six months long. Grub colored skin is a great
adaptation for a land with meager sunlight at the foot of
glaciers, but in a land of steamy, wet sunshine it’s not ideal.
Mahogany dark might be right for the African savannah but
not for the New England lawn. Native Americans had been
here long enough to evolve the right color for the climate and
Keisha and I can hit pretty close to that, given that she’s only
sixty one percent African even now.”
“She looks a hundred percent.”
“Their characteristics are all dominant, dark skin and
sharp hair curl are all additions to the genome, their absences
are recessive characteristics. Her face is from northeastern
France with Arabic eyes and her digestion is Asian.”
“She’s been tested?”
“It’s done as part of school entry screening. Her parents
are given the scores, parent in her case, Deshawn split for
Jamaica as soon as he heard a rumor Imelda was pregnant.”
“Did she name him?”
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“Yes, won by default, Keisha has his last name and he’ll
be intercepted if he comes back to Laurentia.”
“What will they do to him?”
“Tithe him til any support they provided to Imelda and
her children has been paid back.”
“And how much would that be?”
“Over four hundred dollars. Job search time on provincial
computer systems, waived application fee at Uconn,
scholarship in science, and other smaller waivers of fees and
charges for low income, high performing citizens.”
“What’s her mother do?”
“Her day job is elder care supervisor, it’s mostly talking
on the phone with people who would have taken the pill years
ago if they were American. She sees that they are being cared
for well enough, and then talking on the phone with their care
providers to explain why they are so frail and delicate that the
merest touch leaves bruises the size of a baseball bat.”
“Sounds like fun,” Jill said sarcastically.
“It pays the bills, and she does investigate thoroughly. She
did well at Interviewing Skills when she was in college, but
she was at Capital Community, not Uconn.” That was four
more blocks north of Uconn, right on Main.
“I’m not trying to say that Keisha is a bad person, I’m just
trying to say that hooking up with me makes more sense in
the long run.”
“You don’t know that. I believe your children will have
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the best chance of prospering and being happy in this society
if you find the best match of African descent.”
“That’s so clinical.”
“It’s the truth though.”
“As far as it goes, but don’t your people mean anything to
you?”
“The human race is the only race allowed in Laurentia.”
She blew out a breath, “Bury your head in the sand If you
must, but could you just do one thing for me?”
“What?
“Make love to me, make love as someone who wants me
to enjoy it, not someone you want to possess.”
It was my turn to blow out a breath in a sigh, “Jill, there
are probably half a million guys in this city that would love to
hear that invite, but Keisha and I are going to be
monogamous until we break up, and we haven’t done that.”
“She’s leaving you alone two nights in a row.”
“And before you left home, you were expected to be left
alone until your wedding night.”
“Not all of us took that so literally. He convinced me it
was my duty as a woman to service him long before we were
married, before I was a senior even. That’s when sex was
best, but Keisha’s told me it could be better tonight.”
“She talked about it?” I asked.
“I asked her why she’d do it if she knew it was against
scripture and she said the pleasure of it was just irresistible
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and you were the best yet.”
I was thrilled to hear that but appalled that Keisha would
tell her. Sometimes that girl could be too sharing. “And now
you want some of that?”
“I’d like to know if it really could be pleasurable for me,
or is it what I’ve experienced all along, a duty due the male
because he is stronger and can hurt me if I don’t use my body
to please him.”
“Keisha tells me it pleases her, and tells me how to make
it please her.”
“You could educate me in what that is,” she said.
“Jill, I’m going with Keisha right now, til she breaks up
with me.”
“You think she’s not doing something with all these
church activities? You think she’ll keep it closed all tomorrow
night when she’s ‘delivering programs’?”
“Yes I do,” I said. “To someone who just got here it might
not seem like it but there is a certain morality here. ‘Going
with’ is almost as sacrosanct as marriage, but can be dissolved
by either party at any time on their say-so.”
“So now what?” she wailed and started sobbing, clung to
me all the more.
I figured it was an act. “Jill, I’m sorry but this isn’t going
to work, only Keisha can terminate our relationship. I
probably shouldn’t have sat here with you, it gave you the
wrong idea.”
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“It’s the right idea, you just don’t see it. Don’t you want a
wife? That’s what you always told Deb you wanted.”
“That was what was expected,” I said, “maybe I mouthed
things I didn’t really mean, mostly I just didn’t know any
better.” The range of ideas we were exposed to was pretty
damn limited.
“So where does that leave me? I came all his way...”
“You didn’t come all this way just because of me?”
“Where else did I have to turn?”
She had a point, “You came here, that’s a start. If you
dream of marriage, you can have it.”
“Find me a guy who’s going to let me stay home with the
kids as a housewife.”
“That’s what you want?” I asked.
“Yes, I want to stay home, keep the house and raise the
kids and not have to go out into the world and deal with it.”
“You can probably have that here, but it is less common
than the USA.”
“So I’ve noticed.”
“It’s not terribly uncommon, one of the guys I work with
has a wife who stays home, but she runs a small farm.”
“I don’t want to have to do that, just be wife and mother.”
“You probably shouldn’t have come here. Equality has
costs as well as benefits. You’ll be expected to deal with the
world by most men here. If you try, you’ll probably find
somebody who wants that, but if you stayed in the USA you
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could have been a second wife somewhere.”
“But I was given to Sam on the day he won Manhood, on
the condition that he allow me to finish school.”
“Inequality has its costs also,” I said.
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14. Christmas in New England
The weather was miserable up until Wednesday the week
of Christmas. Until then it was just warm enough that the
drizzle wasn’t snow, or at least, not enough to stick. It stuck
in the hills to the west, but not in the city itself. I could see
her course load was heavy on her now. Our evenings together
became more like dates than the way we’d been thru the fall.
Friday once classes got out was generally our time. This time
it was Wednesday, but she didn’t get out til late. I went to my
place when I got home. This morning had been ugly. The old
adage about hell and a woman scorned was true in here
yesterday, and got started on the same foot today.
I didn’t have to work Thursday, but Jill did. She was still
an assistant cook and still working with Hugh and Kainsee in
the kitchen for lunch. During the rush Hugh bussed and did
the dishes quickly and efficiently. I wasn’t going to wait at
Keisha’s place, I’d have to help her mother with the cooking
if I did and I felt positively dunce at that. So I was still home
when Jill was done with her shift.
“No Keisha yet?” was he first thing she asked.
“Workshop doesn’t get out til seven.” When the semester
started, it had been daylight when she got out. Now it was
black dark when she left to get there. She probably wouldn’t
be that late tonight, it was the last class before finals and
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attendance was optional. Bring questions you think might be
of interest to the class was the theme of the day. Keisha
wouldn’t miss it, even if she hadn’t thought of a question, but
my guess was she would have about four.
“I’ll get supper.”
“I’ll have mine with her,” I said. “I’m glad to see you look
happier today.”
“I’ve got somewhere to go tomorrow. I mentioned a guy I
met in church once, he texted me about tomorrow night,
we’re meeting at the church for the midnight service. You
won’t be back here tonight will you?”
“I won’t be back here til Sunday night unless I have an
accident in my underwear or something like that.”
“I hope to go to his place for Christmas day anyway. He
says there are three vacant guest rooms in his farmhouse.”
“Where’s that?” I asked.
“Gilead,” she replied, “he says it’s beyond Outer
Glastonbury.”
I had a phone now, I looked it up. “It is. I pulled up a
picture, probably taken from a drone. It was almost like a
recreation of a 20th century village, one with many structures
from 18th still standing, somehow. “His farmhouse might be
four hundred years old.” I showed her the picture.
“That’s Gilead?” It was clearly one village. There were
farms or forests all around it, a few dozen homes on a ridge of
dense farms, a big white church and several great big,
279

propped-up, peeling-white farmhouses set back along the
main street. There were only three or four commercial
enterprises and they were right at the crossroads, which was
off of the thru traffic route. “It’s less of a city than Livrick is.
I should have looked it up when he first spoke with me about
it.”
“Tell me about it if you get there?” I asked.
“I’m not eager to live in sin. I understand how you feel
and maybe I’ll get there, but I’m not there yet.”
“You were yesterday,” I told her.
“I was overcome, I don’t know what made me do that.
I’m glad you protected my virtue, thank you.”
I could tell she was lying about that, but I wasn’t going to
argue. I’d just as soon we stayed in peace til she got her own
place. I knew that wouldn’t be soon enough, probably
wouldn’t be til she either had some other guy to rely on, or I
threw her out. I tried to be understanding. As an American
woman she wouldn’t be allowed to live on her own, so she
was probably afraid to. Just getting her to go off to work on
her own was hard enough, even though it was within sight of
this window.
“What are you doing tonight?” I asked as a way to fill the
void.
“Probably sit and stare at that screen some more. I should
go down and do a load of wash, will the pad work down
there?”
280

“It’s running off one of the open nets now. Don’t do
anything you don’t want public.”
“It’s all government you said.”
“From the plug in the wall. None of the wireless is. You
either get your own or use a public. We’re probably on the
hub over at Nimrod.” That was the other end of the block
from Kainsee’s. They had a nice second floor patio in front
overlooking this little green with a powerful wireless hub up
above the rail, but the food was fast-food salad bar with some
rolled cold-cuts, bread and wraps. Their spiced oils and
breads were what made the place.
“They’ll know I watch American movies.”
I went thru the mail, Jill went up to change, we each
poked her screen awhile, til she said she was going to make
dinner. I was ready for dinner but wanted to wait for Keisha.
Jill started mixing up a quiche. I did pick at some of the
ingredients, broccoli and peppers mainly, before she cut them
down.
“I thought you were waiting for Keisha?”
“This is just a bit of appetizer,” I said.
“She’s pretty late isn’t she?”
I looked, it was, “It’s after eight.” I’d puttered away an
hour.
“Do you think she’s all right? Do you think you should
call her?”
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“I’m sure she’s all right, these few blocks up main are too
brightly lit for anything to happen to her.”
“What if she got hit by a truck?”
“I’m going to tell her you made me interrupt,” I said as I
sent the call. It was refused midway thru the first ring. Jill
must have seen my head pop back.
“What?” she asked.
“She refused it.”
“What?” Jill asked. “Is there something going on? Did
you catch her in the middle of something?”
“How do I know?” I said.
“I mean, I know me showing up here has been a strain on
your relationship, but is it worse than you let on?”
“Not that I know of. You aren’t the strain, it’s the course
load, finals, papers due, Rudy’s wedding, the church
Christmas program all happening at once. She’s spread too
thin right now.”
“As long as you’re confident she’s not spread too wide.”
“You’re being a cat,” I said.
A call came in, it was Keisha, “Ah, Darryl, I’m sorry I
had to cut you off, the discussion session is still going and I
forgot to shut the ringer off.”
“You sound out of breath.”
“I ran up and out the back of the room. I knew you’d be
freaked out when I cut you off but it was faster than going to
the options and turning off the ringer that way.”
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“Are there a lot of kids left?” I asked.
“Just a few, but that didn’t make the room any smaller. I
still had to run to the back to get to the doors.”
“So what’s going on?”
“A discussion that’s more educational than the class itself.
Sort of ‘Introduction to Grant Dealing’ but I’ll get out soon. I
don’t have to be the very last one. We’re all good with first
names now, but I want to hear the end of this topic.”
“I’m waiting supper for you.”
“Oh, no, don’t, damn I should have called you. They
brought in pizza to the poly-sci lecture hall. You probably
should have come down actually. It’s gone now, except for
two of the side salads. You eat, I’ll come over early tomorrow.
I still have to stop at the church tonight when I get out of
here.”
“Oh,” I said. “I thought this would be our Friday this
week.”
“Friday is Christmas night. Friday, Saturday and Sunday
nights this week is us. Thursday too maybe, if my mom isn’t
too nosey.”
“But not tonight?”
“If I get back from the church before 1:00?”
“That late?”
“Two new pages came down today from Toronto,” that
would be the national office of the Christian Progress
denomination, “in recognition of something or other and the
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head pastor doesn’t want to miss this opportunity to get the
message out to all the one-timers in here for Christmas Eve
and morning.”
“But this is a volunteer job?”
“Yeah,” she grumbled, and we ended the call.
“So what was that about?” Jill asked when I put the phone
down.
“She’s got to put up two more pages in the program for
tomorrow night. You can make enough of that for both of us.
They brought in pizza for her discussion group and she forgot
to tell me.”
“Seems to me you’re getting farther and farther into the
background with her.”
I didn’t really have an answer did I? Before Jill got here I
would have been the first thing on her mind. As soon as the
pizza showed up she would have called me. She wouldn’t
work on Exalt! if I didn’t. Now she was doing this solo. I
tried to be constructive that evening by studying some of the
homework for the apprenticeship. Jill did laundry and left me
alone.
I didn’t see Keisha til Thursday night, Christmas Eve, for
the walk to church. I wasn’t sure Keisha was as glad to see
me as her mother was. Jill had already left for the baptist
church, even though it was at least a block closer. Keisha took
my hand at least, and smiled.
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The service included a re-enactment of the wise men, the
Christ child and the star of Bethlehem while the pastor read
the gospel of the event over the P.A. The sound was so
awesome in this brownstone and stained glass cathedral.
We’d been told that only in Europe did buildings like this
survive. It wasn’t as big as one of those, but there was a
mossy cement one across from the office that was; the
Catholic Archdiocese cathedral. They staged this one very
well, with real sheep but no camels. Most of the rest of the
service was a carol sing in the tradition of TSO. The lighting
was more dramatic than the usual Sunday morning service.
On our way out we were met by a tall, good-looking
African guy who asked, “Are you coming over?”
“Oh hi Ron, I don’t know, it’s been a long couple weeks.
I’ve hardly seen Darryl,” she extended her arm towards me,
“and we were supposed to be an item before things got
crazy.”
“So this is Darryl?” he said and extended his hand. I took
it, we shook, “Hard to believe you’re from Kansas.”
“I haven’t cut a hair since I left,” I said.
“Unlike me,” Ron said. He had a quarter inch layer over
his head, tapered recently in the back.
“You each look better as you are,” Keisha said.
I could see that she was nervous, more than usual in a
situation like this. “Coming over where?” I asked.
“To my place,” Ron said. “I’ve invited everyone on the
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stage committee over for a quick nightcap. I just got
provisional occupancy of a condo a couple blocks up Osten,
it’s four and a half blocks for you to get home.”
“I don’t know,” she said. She turned to me, “If you really
want to I could probably make it,” she said and turned back to
Ron, and said, “but I’m really beat. We’ll be back here early,
I’m singing tomorrow.”
“Like you said, I’ve hardly seen you,” I said.
“So lets go home,” she said and stepped off, taking my
arm.
“Jill is probably going home to Gilead with a guy from
her church.”
“Ah.” She waved to Ron as we walked away. I saw a grin
on his face anyway, but there were others he was talking to
and we were soon with Rudy, Imelda and Denise walking
back up Columbus Boulevard. It was all apartment buildings
the whole way on both sides of the street for three blocks til
we got to the South Green. Some were so ancient they
seemed to date to Roman times, some were still under
construction.
Rudy, Imelda and Denise walked together and were
talking wedding plans. At least Imelda was, the others were
listening most of the time, if I heard them say anything it was
something like, ‘We don’t need...’ or, ‘That’s really too
much.’
So that left Keisha and I walking together, arm in arm.
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This was a lot more fun in the summer with little cloth
between us. We each had jackets now and hers was suede. I
could still tell that soft curve was there and I treasured the
closeness once again.
“So who’s Ron?” I asked.
“That guy you just met. He’s in a couple of my classes
and started coming to the church a couple weeks ago and got
involved in the pageant his first week here. He’s a repertory
actor in a playhouse over on Market, but he was our director
for this production. He’s a real take-charge guy.”
“The service seemed to go very well.”
“He’s quite professional,” she said. “He may have
convinced me to take you to his playhouse. He says it’s the
most serious and avaunt-guard in town. He says the bigger
play houses are just comedy clubs.”
“What’s it cost?”
“Probably about eighty.”
“Now I know what to get you for Christmas.”
“I was getting it for you.”
“So we’ll each buy each other a ticket, when is the box
office open?”
She whipped out her phone, found the site, bought a ticket
for me, for pick up under her thumbprint. I had to do the same
for her, I’d only had a phone of my own for a few weeks, I
was much more clumsy at it than her. By the time I was done
we were in front of the building next to mine, the only tall
287

building since the church. It was right next to my place and
Keisha agreed to go there first.
We had the place to ourselves, Keisha found enough of
her things here to make it thru the night, texted her mother
that she was staying over here and we got back to what Jill
interrupted. But I knew Keisha was a bit distracted. She
didn’t want to talk about it, but it wasn’t like before. Maybe it
was lack of practice, maybe it was because she was teaching
me back in the fall, maybe it was the aura of Jill and maybe it
was Rudy’s wedding. Whatever it was, we did not advance in
sexuality research, but we did comfort each other, and
probably cuddled to each other better than we had in the past.
The Christmas morning service was mostly choir and
dueling keyboards set on pipe organ with a bell-ringers
ensemble. I was proud to see Keisha up there. The place was
really full, the service somewhat more formal than most days,
and much more media friendly, with at least four cameras set
up that I could see. Keisha did not come back and sit with me
when she came off. They were more rehearsed, at least the
one projecting the words on the screen, if not the choir itself.
The sermon was relatively short, the gospel of the Christ
child, rejoice that the messiah has come and a long recitation
of the list of prophecies in the old testament, scrolling slow
enough to read on the big screen behind him. When Keisha
got up again for the ending music of the service, I noticed
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Ron was in the second row and that he gave her hand a quick
kiss when she got up.
Then it was back to her mother’s for dinner. It wasn’t
lasagna this time, but pulled chicken, rice and beans with lots
of little cakes and tidbits with pretty icing, lots of nuts and
berries. There was now a machine that was able to shell
hickory nuts in quantity, so they were used in Laurentia rather
than chopped walnuts or pecans. Hickory grew wild in
Laurentia’s forests, as did maple and oak, providing the
country with nuts, sugar and a feed grain substitute, as well as
wood products. The country has almost a million square miles
of managed forests, second only to Chinese Siberia, but more
productive, almost as productive as the forests of Brazil. The
berries were cherries, cranberries and frozen blueberries, also
produced in abundance in this country, and right outside this
city. I was surprised to find that this country of four hundred
million is not a major customer for American grain, and is in
fact an exporter, happy to take Talstan’s money while
opposing them in most ways on the world stage.
While we were sitting and waiting for Rudy and Keisha to
get the wine, Imelda asked me, “So tell me about Jill.”
I sighed, “A refugee. Her husband mistreated her and she
ran away. She was the best friend of the girl I was supposed
to marry.”
“Like an arranged marriage?”
“All but,” I said, “but that was to Deb, not Jill.”
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“But Jill is trying to win you from Keisha isn’t she?”
I had to sigh again, “She won’t succeed unless Keisha
wants her to.”
“You know she talks to Denise don’t you?”
“And therefore anything she said to Denise, Keisha
hears.”
“Possibly with some amplification,” she nodded.
“What’s she saying?” I asked.
“That you and Keisha are wrong for each other, that you
believe Africans are inferior.”
“Nothing could be farther from the truth. When I met
Keisha I knew within a couple of hours that the mountain of
propaganda we were fed is completely total bullshit. She is
not only the prettiest girl I’ve ever known, but the nicest and
the smartest. The list of her other good qualities is long
enough to give me a sore throat if I tried to recite them all.
There is simply no equal to her in a tiny little crossroad like
Livrick.”
Imelda paused a bit, took a deep breath and said, “She did
say you were one of the most poetic boys she had ever met.”
“I mean it, I was irretrievably swept away between lunch
and sunset.”
“I am proud of her too,” Imelda admitted, “she is a smart
one. I don’t know how it happened, it’s like everything wrong
with both Deshawn and I canceled out in her.”
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She came back into the room just then, “The glasses in
back were all greasy dusty, we had to wash them. I left them
still arguing about the wine.” She set glasses in front of us
and took her seat on my side of the table.
“He says Jill’s lying,” Imelda told Keisha.
“About?” she asked.
“Him having second thoughts because of race.”
“I thought she was, but whether or not she has her facts
right, her intent is clear. I don’t need her spoiling my life, I
mean,” she was looking at me now, “that’s heavy baggage.”
“I will say this, whether you continue with me or go with
Ron, Jill is no longer welcome. Whether she lied or not is
beside the point, I agree on that. The fact that she continued
to try and come between us, after I had already made it
perfectly clear there was nothing between Jill and I, and there
never would be anything between Jill and I. I’ll support her as
a friend, but she didn’t interest me in Livrick and certainly
wouldn’t interest me in Hartford where there may be ten or
twenty other girls as fabulous as Keisha somewhere in the
city.”
“I bet Jill would take that as a chop,” Rudy said as he
came in with an open jug of Revolutionary Red, a vintage
produced in bulk in the hills east of here. New England had a
policy of not taxing local spirits so that gallon jug was three
bucks and something, seven and a quarter dollars here.
“Have you met her?” I asked him.
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As he poured he said, “Out on the sidewalk in front of the
place. She didn’t say anything significant then, but I could
sense the quills around her.”
“I’ve been suggesting she find her own place for awhile,
now I’m going to insist. I’ll suggest she take that
apprenticeship in Dayton.”
“Oh that was filled by the time we got home,” Keisha
said. “There’s like fifteen hundred people a day crossing the
borders and looking for work. A thousand of them take a
post.”
“Can she go back up there and get the next in line?”
“Nope, she took the job as Kainsee’s, she’s got to give it a
year or until Kainsee fires her before she can go back to the
job office.”
“To the birth of our Lord and to your wedding,” Imelda
lifted her glass when Rudy put the half-empty jug back down.
He poured a pretty full glass, so we drank only a swallow.
This stuff was dark, as purple as red. It was a bioengineered
grape, developed for this climate, with the boldness of a
concord and the tartness of a merlot. It grew wild thru
thousands of square miles of this forest now and produced
prodigiously when cultivated. Kids making wild grape wine
was a growing problem, and now that it had spread to the
warlord’s territory who knows what would happen. The wine
it produced was rather sweet and bold, grapey with a hint of
blueberry, but much better than its price would lead you to
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believe.
“So what did she say about Ron?” Keisha asked me when
Imelda was distracted and we were on our own side of the
table.
“She never said anything about him, does she even know
him?”
“They’ve met, he gave me a ride home on his trike after
we got done with the sets Wednesday night.”
Imelda looked at her. There was a message in that look, I
didn’t think I wanted to know what it was.
“So have you decided where you’re going to have it yet?”
Keisha asked Rudy.
“I feel you trying to slide by something sis,” he said.
That was a little plainer message than Imelda’s look.
“You deny what Jill says,” Keisha said, looking to me,
“but some of what she says is true, you’ve heard it all your
life, you’ve been conditioned, sooner or later some part of
you must know everything you’ve been taught will come out
in me.”
“I know no such thing,” I said, a little indignantly.
“How do I know that, it’s a ‘he said - she said,’ so who do
I believe?”
“Right, do you believe the guy who cares about you or the
bitch who wants to tear us apart?”
“You have been taught all your life.”
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“All my life they built a house of cards in my head, all
lies that they can promote because we don’t have any way to
disprove it. One tap from you and it all fell down. Not only
that, but how have I acted?” I asked.
She was quiet a moment. “You acted like a puppy, like
infatuation, like this was all too new for you. Your first time
with exotic people, your first time in the city, you’ll be
coming down off that soon.”
“I guess I’m coming down off it now,” I said. “Perhaps I
should go.”
“Don’t over react,” Denise said, “It was a one-time thing
brought on by shock over Jill’s claims and an overly
aggressive man, in my opinion.”
It didn’t get any plainer than that, I took the spear in the
gut but said, “I’m not talking about the one-time thing, I’m
worried about the long term future.” I turned to Keisha,
“You’re right, you’re one of the first people I met in the city,
maybe that has something to do with it, all I can compare you
to is the girl I thought I’d be spending my future with and I
far prefer you.”
“What about Jill?” Denise asked.
“She was never in consideration compared to Deb and
now that she’s done this, my opinion of her is unbecoming a
Christian, especially on a holy day.”
“You’d do well as a lawyer,” Imelda said.
That caused everyone to laugh. Aja came home as we
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were laughing and asked what that was about.
“Your mother said Darryl should be a lawyer.”
“Yeah, that’s pretty funny.”
“How’s your father?” Imelda asked.
“Dumb as ever, a little fatter, a little greyer,” Aja
answered. From looking at Aja I’d guess her father was about
half African, half Latin. She would be plusher than Keisha,
once she was that age. Keisha would be slender when she was
seventy. “What’s left over?”
“It’s in the fridge,” Rudy said.
“Second shelf right in front,” Denise added.
She disappeared into the kitchen, we soon heard the
microwave. “Didn’t you have dinner there?” Imelda asked.
“Take-out wings in front of basketball,” Aja called back.
“What about Carol?”
“She claims she made dinner because she called in the
order.”
“What did you do for Christmas morning?” Imelda called
to her.
“They let me find a service on TV while they slept in.
Yours was streamed live off the church net feed. I saw Keisha
singing.” In another minute she had a small plate done and
brought it to the table with us. “So you were discussing Jill?”
“She’s been telling Denise lies about me,” I said. It’s plain
and simple enough for a preteen to understand.
“Ah,” Aja said, “and you’re pissed.”
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“Hurt,” I answered. “Stabbed in the back.”
“I’ll say,” Aja continued, “trying to mess you up with
Keisha is low.”
“But she’s got Keisha seriously worried.” I said.
“Generations of conditioning,” Keisha said. “It goes all
the way back to 2016, that’s when the end of the Old USA
was inevitable,” Keisha told her, “once we were actively
taught by the government to hate each other, civil war was
inevitable.” No doubt a lesson from a history class Keisha
had taken somewhere along the way.
In the history told in the USA, 2016 is noted as the
reformation of the party and the dedication to the
establishment of one-party rule and the ‘Preservation of
American Values.’ “That conditioning was so flimsy,” I said,
“that it can only work on people who are in an environment
where they don’t meet a person of another ethnic type. As
soon as they do, in four hours or so in my case, it falls apart
like a soap bubble in dry air.” She didn’t say anything so I
drew a breath and continued, “I admit, I was primed, I’d been
a week in this country by the time we met so I already knew
that people of all shapes, sizes and colors live here, so I
already knew it was expected of me that I would not drive an
attractive girl away just because she was a little darker than
me. I’m still so glad I didn’t, even if you can’t forgive me for
what Jill said.”
“I can easily forgive you for bringing Jill here, which was
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all you did, but can you forgive me for what I’ve done?”
Imelda stepped in, “Aja is here now.”
“As if I don’t know what it means when Ron’s trike pull’s
out of our driveway at 6:41 Thursday morning,” Aja said.
“Way to be a spoiler,” Keisha said.
I could tell Imelda was suffering from the collision of
mortification and comic hysteria and sort of exploded in both.
That set everyone else laughing, Denise into donkey-like
laughter. “How many jugs of that wine did you drink
already?” Aja asked.
“This is still our first glass,” Imelda said.
“Pops went thru a six pack while I was there,” Aja said.
“That’s nice,” Imelda said as sarcastically as humanly
possible.
“Carol went thru a pint of vodka with a splash of soda for
color.”
“And the province says I must give him visiting rights,”
Imelda said, gazing up at God.
“She needs to see what a bad example looks like,” Rudy
said.
“Short, scrawny, balding, swarthy, stubbly with a big
belly button,” Aja detailed.
“Ugh,” Keisha said, “even Deshawn ain’t that bad.”
“Skinny, stumbling, confused,” Imelda said, “but no big
belly button.”
“So she obviously got all her smarts from you.”
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“My stupids and Deshawn’s stupids canceled each other
out in her and she came out a little smarter than both of us
combined.”
“I am not,” Keisha said.
“So,” Aja said, “I want to know how this story ends, do
you forgive him for Jill and do you forgive her for Ron and
live happily ever after or not?”
“I forgive him,” Keisha said, “but I might not be quite
ready to forgive myself.” She turned to me, “I told you, in the
presence of Jesus, that I would be true until we broke up, and
even as I was breaking that promise, I knew that we had not
broken up, and that I wanted to be with you again. The fact
that Ron used some of the things I’d heard from Denise an
hour before in his seduction is painful now.”
“I know you heard Jesus forgive you before I can say I
forgive you,” I said. “After all, Jill and I have been alone in
my apartment many nights and you have only my word that
we spent them in separate rooms.”
“Hers really only has one room,” Aja said.
“You’ve got an awfully foul mouth for the Lord’s
birthday,” Imelda scolded.
“Not the point,” I told Aja. “I really can forgive you,” I
told Keisha.
“Thank you, but like I said, I have to forgive me.”
“We will continue to see him,” I observed.
“Probably. He probably wouldn’t have put two eighty into
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a condo walking distance from the church if he wasn’t going
to keep going there.”
“Are you okay with that?” I asked.
“That’s the hardest.”
“That, and he probably won’t give up easy,” Denise said.
“I know he’s used to getting his way with women,”
Keisha said.
“He’s probably used to getting his way with men also,”
Rudy said.
“I doubt he’s bi,” Keisha said.
“Politically,” Rudy said.
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15. The Eviction
Things with Keisha had gotten better after that. We spent
Friday and Saturday nights alone at my place, a lot like we
used to be. Sunday after dinner at her mother’s we separated,
she didn’t want to confront Jill, she would be too angry.
When I got home, Jill was there. She had tidied up some, put
some of her stuff away. She was upstairs, I didn’t go right up.
I had almost enough laundry to do a load, and dishes from
four meals stacked in the kitchen. Keisha would come over
tomorrow after class and be here when I got home from work.
I had to straighten things out with Jill in that time.
It wasn’t much later til she came bouncing down the
stairs. “So, you wanted to know how I liked Gilead?”
“Yeah,” I said, delaying the confrontation. I knew
relatively little of the countryside outside the city, in fact I
knew little of Laurentia but the center of Hartford.
“It’s really bigger than Livrick, but way more spread out.
You can’t even walk to a convenience store. The biggest thing
in the village is the school, most of the customers of local
shopping are the teachers. Most farmers have swap stands out
front by the sidewalk, which is twenty five feet from the road,
behind a row of trees. There’s back streets with very small
farms, mostly Asian, most in easy-block on old foundations.
There’s five ‘big’ farms, which means over a hundred acres
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here. His is the first on the right as you come into town.
You’re right about the house, the oldest parts are over four
hundred years old but the plumbing was probably replaced
since then. There are so many posts propped up, permanently,
and props put up on them. Big rusty bolts thru the whole mess
and rusty steel plates for the bolts to bear on.”
“Is it safe?”
“My question exactly,” she said, “and his answer was,
‘It’s holdin’ ain’t it?’”
“So, are you going there to be his wife?” I asked.
“No. I’ll cuddle up to Huge before going back to that
house. The spiders alone are enough to keep me from ever
going back in there, never mind the bats and rats.”
“That’s too bad.”
“But the place he wants to get is fine.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah,” she said, “he’s a grandchild out there. He wants
to get his own place. He took me to see it. The house is easyblock on old concrete, but there’s over an acre of unheated
greenhouse and nineteen and a half more acres in sheep and
goats and woods out behind. There’s a Maldivian family as
farm tenants in the lower level, I met them, they know
enough English.”
“So it’s for sale?”
“Yes, it’s in Outer Glastonbury but just over the city line.
It’s less than a mile walk to the Manchester Avenue hangers.”
301

“Well good luck to you,” I said. “Will you be staying with
him until the sale goes thru?”
“That sale is his dream, but he needs my help to fill out
the paperwork. He was ‘home schooled’ which means he
never had any formal education. He can read the bible pretty
well, and the hymnal, but modern legal terms are foreign to
him, and to some extent me too. He needs a mortgage on the
property of three hundred eighteen thousand. He can get a
fifty year mortgage because it’s a farm, but he really needs to
produce to pay even that.”
“You can have what you want if you are willing to work
hard enough.”
“There’s a little matter of mortgage approval.”
“And he thinks it will help him if he’s married?” I asked.
“We both know it would help him, but we both know we
need to go thru a proper courtship. I put down that he was
engaged.”
“That was nice of you. You both know you just met, but
I’m sure you had the sense to test what the marital bed would
be like this time?”
“Oh you could never get away with it in that house. The
whole place shakes like it’s made out of jello whenever
anyone gets up to pee at night. I had my own room, there
were two more empty. The biggest spider on my bed the first
night probably wasn’t more than an inch and a half across and
might have weighed a gram, but the fact that I could feel the
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weight of the spider walking across my musty old quilt made
it seem like it was the size of a cat.”
“So what are you going to do?” I asked.
“If you don’t mind, I’ll stay here til we go thru his
courtship ritual, then when he’s approved we’ll set a date and
move in as soon as we get married.”
I had to take the big inhale on that one. “Well you see, I
do mind.”
“What?” she tried to act as surprised as she could.
“It has to do with things that were said when you were
doing laundry Wednesday evening, things you said about
me.”
I could see she already knew denial would be a farce.
“They are things you said.”
“In Livrick Kansas when I was thirteen years old and
couldn’t possibly know any better. Like I had to explain to
her and her family this Christmas, it took only a few hours
with Keisha to prove all that propaganda was false. I know I
told you that I knew all that was bullshit before you talked to
Denise. I’m sure you know telling Denise is as good as telling
Keisha.”
“I didn’t think...”
“I’m sure you did,” I cut her off. She was lucky I wasn’t
yelling. “I’m sure you saw a way to work on separating
Keisha and I and went for it.”
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“Do you think I’m that malicious?”
“I think it was desperation more than malice. You haven’t
internalized the fact that you don’t need an escort here to
survive. I might have been a little unsure of what that meant
at first myself. You don’t need me, Jill, you don’t need my
support or my protection. You don’t even need my friendship
and guidance, though it might have helped a bit. But doing
what you did will not win my support, protection or
friendship. We could have been friends, we were up until you
did that.”
She kept her eyes down, “You’re right, I don’t need you,
but I didn’t know that. I’m scared of the fact that being a girl
is no excuse here.”
“With freedom comes responsibility. You are responsible
for what you did. Because of what you did, I don’t want you
here any more.”
“Huh! Where could I go?”
“You should have thought about that before you did
something to hurt me that badly.”
“I was trying to save you. I still believe a part of what we
were taught. Okay, they don’t stink, they aren’t stupid and not
all of them are ugly. As much as she is my rival, I agree that
Keisha is pretty. But us and them are not meant to be
together.”
“You’re saying you want us to evolve into two different
species?”
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“We’re made to look different so we can tell each other
apart and know we’re not supposed to mate with each other, if
you must discuss it in medical terms. ‘Like to like’ is the way
I say it. You reject my attempt to save you from that, okay, I
did what I could, you won’t let me help you.”
“What you did was not helping me.”
“I see that now, I think I’d be better off in Outer
Glastonbury with Alfred and those high-tech greenhouses. I
think I’d rather go to that church in Gilead. That’s where we
went Sunday, it’s much more like home. They have an organ
and a choir not the rock band in your church.” Jill had come
once, early in her time here when we nagged her.
“Anyway, you’re going to need some temporary space.
There’s a Rodeway a couple blocks up Hudson,” a side street
one block back of Main. It was just a little eight story thing,
bigger than any hotel in Marshall but maybe not in the top ten
downtown. They’d give her a week for three days worth. It
wasn’t very full right now. Thanksgiving weekend it was
packed solid, like every other hotel in the city.
“Darryl, I can’t afford that.”
“You can’t sabotage my relationship with Keisha and
expect me to continue to support you like you’re my child.
I’m a kid you knew at school. Deb’s should-have-been
fiance.”
“You’re all I know here.”
“Jill, I came here with no one I knew here. Absolutely
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start over, and I settled in quickly. You can too.”
“I could in that Bromwell farm house if it was two
hundred years newer. You know you can never get away from
the smell of rotting wood in there. No matter how many
layers they plaster over it, the munge of it hangs in the air.”
“You can’t get to your job from there.”
“There is that.”
“Some of the older apartments around this triangle are
less than four fifty.”
“I looked at one, the way you’ve been nagging for weeks.
‘Very Nice Efficiencies - $450’, you’ve seen the sign. It’s
maybe fourteen feet square. It has a bathroom sink and a
toilet, diner bathroom quality, in the open in that little square
room. It looks more like a prison cell than an apartment.”
“With the right furniture and decorating...”
“Like a concrete bed and a set of shackles.”
“So you didn’t like it. A pretty nice place in that tower
right there,” I pointed to the one on Columbus, “can be had
for twelve fifty, which I can afford on my next raise. I can
leave you this one for nine fifty, but I don’t want to share this
with you til then.”
“What should I do?”
“Like you noticed, being a girl is not a valid excuse here.
Maybe Kainsee knows a place you can crash.”
“How can you be like this,” she asked, “on the weekend
of Christmas, and call yourself Christian?”
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“How can you tell lies about me to deliberately try to get
between me and Keisha?”
“You did say those things.”
“When I was thirteen. I didn’t know any better, now I do
and I told you I now know better. You knew I didn’t believe
that pap about racial purity when you told Denise I’d once
believed in it, without telling her it was past tense and you
knew I was not having second thoughts about Keisha.”
“You didn’t object when I pointed out you seemed to be
drifting apart.”
“Now I know why,” I said. “How much more have you
been saying? How many other times did you talk to Denise
with the purpose of spreading poison to Keisha?”
“No other time. You’ve been there any other time I’ve
ever seen either of them.”
“You were never supportive then, It was obvious to
everyone that you meant to come between us.”
“I thought we belonged together.”
“Regardless of what Keisha and I thought, regardless of
the fact that the next guy you’re with now looks like a better
choice than I do.”
“I’m sorry, I’m really and truly sorry.”
“Way too cliché Jill, I didn’t need to open my door to you
in the first place.”
“As a Christian you did.”
She had me there. “So I let you in, and you made a
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promise to get your own place as soon as possible. Just after
you get married is not considered to be ‘as soon as possible’
in this town.”
“You know what I make as an assistant cook, how am I
going to afford a decent place to live on that?”
“It’s all in your definition of the word ‘decent’. The guy
in the plastic covered cardboard box wishes he could afford
that ‘prison cell’ as you so colorfully put it. You’re not getting
away with a ‘gee I’m sorry I’ll never do it again,’ on this one.
I took you in, and you repaid me by trying to destroy the most
important thing in my life.”
“I thought you were making a mistake.”
“You thought you were alone and struck out in unthinking
desperation like a drowning person. Using the excuse of that
USA propaganda about people of other races is cheap. If she
was Cheryl you still would have tried to come between us,
you just would have had to use different venom.”
“If you think I can sit here and let you say those things to
me...”
“Please don’t, please get away from me. There’s laws
against me hitting you here, unlike the USA.”
“You would hit me?”
“No, but nothing would stop me if we were there and you
tried this. Be thankful you have that protection here, the next
person you pull this kind of thing on may not be a Christian
and might just go ahead and punch you around the room a
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few times instead of just ordering you to pack your bags.”
“Tonight?”
“That Rodeway will give you a great deal by the week
this time of year.”
“I have to be at work in an hour, I’m on dinner now.”
“You’re starting on Sunday?”
“Training while slow, I asked for it actually, I thought I’d
be sitting here at the time.”
“So talk it up and see if you can find a place to crash. I
hope I’ll be asleep when you get home. Keisha’s coming here
after class tomorrow. I expect you to be gone by then.
“I can’t Darryl, you know what I make, you know what
places cost.”
“Find someone else to take you in, someone who’s life
you didn’t try to ruin.”
“Say what you will, but my intent was to work some
sense into you and save your future. Just because they have a
veneer of equality here doesn’t mean it’s really true. Do you
want your kids saddled with blackness when they apply to
schools, to jobs, for a mortgage?”
“I think equality is more than a veneer here. People of
mixed race are a clear majority, even you can see that. This is
a multi-party system here so we get much closer to majority
rules. If there is discrimination here, you, me and Keisha are
much more likely targets than any children Keisha and I
could have.”
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“That’s what we were taught isn’t it? That we would be
persecuted here.”
“Have you been?” I asked.
“You’re throwing me out.”
“You tried to break up Keisha and I.”
“I’m sorry, now I know I shouldn’t have done it.”
“Racist is a very unpopular thing to be here,” I said, “even
with me, a former American.”
“Al told me that. I told him about you and Keisha. He said
get used to it. He said half the population tries to get their
kids closer to average and another third couldn’t care in the
least. Most of those are already pretty close to the average.
Coffee to burnt gold to bronze in color, dark curly hair.”
“Eventually this whole country will be that one race.”
“No,” she said. “Right outside this city, Gilead, it’s white
and Asian, and pretty separate populations. We’ve both seen
this neighborhood in this city, and I’ve seen one small village
just outside it. I’ve passed by a lot more of this country than
we’ve seen in any detail, but I can tell you that you are seeing
conditions in this one city. I had to walk thru quite a few
blocks of Syracuse to get to a road out of town in this
direction. There’s peace there too, but not anywhere near as
many mixed race people.”
“If you say so,” I said. I didn’t want to argue with her.
By the time I left for work I knew I was going to have to
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get the landlord involved, or maybe even the police, if I was
going to actually get her out of here. I could tell from her
breathing that she was panicked. She considered this survival
and I wasn’t going to get rid of her that easily.
I knew I didn’t really know that much about life here. I
could very well be trashing my future right now. Keisha had
two and a half more years of college, a lot could happen in
that time. A lot had happened in just a few days. She seemed
to believe me when confronted with the truth, but was that
going to stick? Denise had warned that Ron would not give
her up easily. How could I compete with him? Why had she
even picked me in the first place, a white guy, a foreigner and
an apprentice not sure if I could complete the program? I
think it was just so she could be the guide. That game was
done wasn’t it? And I had to admit it, now that I knew more
people here and more of how things worked, Keisha was way
out my league.
Was she the center of attention in the neighborhood, or
was it Denise? Between the two of them they were the top
duo. There were plenty of other little groups, and it seemed to
be based on what tables they took to hang out near. Now that
it was winter and no one was having lunch and dinner at the
outdoor tables people gathered in different groups in different
places. Keisha had more friends at school now, spent less
time with Denise and her friends. We met at Arch Street a lot,
one or another of the dives along there.
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I met her there after class, Jill would not be gone, and I
wanted her to know first and wanted to know what she
thought I should do about it. I left work early, got here a
couple minutes early, got us a basket of poppers and a couple
beers, Oak’s Dark Ale actually, and a table, just before class
let out. You could tell who’s class was in what building by
where they got in line. Keisha’s was in the billboard building,
as it was generally known, because it had the electroboards
with the upcoming schedule of events at the assembly hall,
both at street level and at plaza level. It was a triangular
structure about twenty stories tall and built in the late 2100’s.
Not yet a century old, one of the newer buildings on campus.
She came down from the plaza level using the stairway
here at Azteca. Each of these places has a second floor with
indoor tables and a third floor with outdoor tables. Those
outdoor spaces were blank stretches of concreted peastone
now. Only a few rust stains marked where the tables, chairs,
torches, coolers, bars used to stand in the spring, summer and
fall. Those stains were already half washed off. She got a
basket of wings and celery stalks on her way down, with a
couple more beers, something amber in a tall glass.
“So I guess we’re having dinner here?” she said as she
slid in with me at this table. There were two chairs on the
other side, we were on the rather lavish bench against the
wall, opposite the window side of the room. There was a row
of freestanding tables down the middle. The other side looked
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out onto Arch street, now awash in the outflow of 4:30
classes.
“I’ll probably get hungry again later,” I said, “but this way
we’re in a nice quiet environment with no fireworks going
off.”
Keisha sometimes has a way of getting right to the point,
“So she won’t move out.”
“Skipping past a lot of detail, yes.”
“So just come to my place, leave it to her.”
“She can’t afford it.”
“She can get a roommate,” Keisha said.
“I thought you didn’t want to live there in your mother’s
house?”
“I think we can make peace with it now that she has no
chance of concealing the existence of sex from Aja’s notice.”
“If you can, I can,” I said. “But I don’t think she should
go unpunished for what she did.”
“‘It is mine to avenge,’ said the Lord. We can live at my
place as long as we need to but you do know she can’t make
it to her job at Kainsee’s if she’s in Outer Glastonbury.”
“There’s a Manchester Avenue hanger station within a
mile, he’s the farmer. She thinks she can make it from there.”
“Ten percent of her salary in hanger fees,” Keisha said,
“and it will be an hour with wait times.” She knew where
Manchester Avenue was. “She can probably apply for a
commuter hardship and cut that in half, but it’s still a pretty
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big cost.”
“I’m not paying the rent for her.”
“How will she save for that farm? Go ahead and do it,”
Keisha said. “Let her contemplate how she was treated by the
ones she wronged.”
“That is very Christian of you,” I said. ‘With my money,’
I didn’t say. But it was money I wouldn’t contribute to our
shared home.
“It’s nowhere near as much suffering as He went thru.”
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16. A Refugee
We were awakened the morning of New Years Eve by the
sound of wheels in the driveway. The grills of the cars parked
here hung over Keisha’s little patio. There was room for three
if one was against the hedge and another right in front of the
steps, but Imelda’s was usually the only one here. It was an
old beater of a micro-van with body parts of various colors,
one with part of a logo still on it. It was always plugged in,
but she seldom used it.
Pulled up next to it now was a long, low trike, chrome
spokes on skinny front tires way out in front. Blue magic
sparkle paint job on the coffin sized body. The axle went
under the knees of the driver, who was recumbent, and bent
forward out to the spindles. The whole top and hood came up
as one piece and Ron sat up, then put his feet behind the front
wheels and stood up. The fat rear tire and motor were behind
him. The only thing behind the tire was the license plate,
positioned on an extension of the body behind any rooster
tail. How Keisha could have gotten a ride in that with him
was beyond my comprehension.
By the time Ron let the hatch back down, Imelda was out
on the porch above them. “Do they know you’re coming?”
she asked.
“I’m just stopping by with an address change, why?”
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“Keisha and Darryl are living here now, until Jill gets on
her feet.”
“Ah, Jill. The one I’ve heard about?”
“A friend of Darryl’s from Uhssuh. She’s staying at
Darryl’s place. The one who lied about Darryl and made
Keisha vulnerable to you.”
“And this is fine with you?” Ron asked her. “Fine that
he’s living here?”
“I’ll approve him living there,” Imelda said, “since
they’re doing it to forgive and support a wayward soul.”
“Would you let me live here?” he asked. “With her?”
“I can’t stop you, she has a legal lease, but I’m not in
favor of it.”
“You’re telling me you’ll pick that white boy over me?”
Ron said to Imelda.
“He’s Darryl, it’s Darryl over Ron, not white boy and
black man. It’s two nineteen year old’s and a thirty what? I
also don’t feel any vibe that he wants to take over my
daughter’s life or my house. And you can’t use race on me
‘cause I’m ‘All of the Above’.”
“You’re deserting your own people?” he asked. I noticed
he didn’t say anything about the accusation of taking over.
“The wrongs you stew on may have something to do with
some African people somewhere, maybe even your distant
ancestors, but it has nothing to do with me. My first African
ancestors came here as legal immigrants with careers and
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children on a commercial airliner two hundred and fifty years
ago.” She was now at the porch rail.
“Mine escaped Old South just a generation ago.”
“Good for you, but it looks to me like the people of this
country gave you the place to escape to.”
“And I thank them,” he said, “but I’m here to see Keisha
and not argue with you over family history.”
“I can’t stop you, I’m just warning you that Darryl’s
here.”
“Thank you for letting me know,” he said.
By now I had pants on, but it didn’t look like Keisha was
even awake. I grabbed a jacket as I went back to the door and
got there just as Ron did.
“Oh hi,” he said. He was three or four inches taller than
me, and at least as wide. He was probably a little more buff
than I, but we were both in the same mold, more streamlined
than bulky but firm and smooth. “I wanted to tell Keisha my
address has changed.”
“I thought you owned the condo?” I said thru the crack in
the door. Keisha was nude under the covers and I wasn’t
letting him in, especially since the divider curtains were not
drawn and the headboard was now against the wall.
“I did too, but the mortgage fell thru, something about my
job being too risky. I was already moved in, I already had a
party there, you were there when I reminded her.”
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“Sorry we couldn’t make it,” I said.
“I’m really not dressed to stand out here and chat,” Ron
said. He had on a Knights sweatshirt and slacks.
“Keisha’s not up yet,” I said.
“I am now,” Keisha said, coming up behind me wearing
the quilt as a robe. “You can come in, but I’m going to be in
the bathroom a few minutes.”
“Have you had breakfast?” I asked him.
“Not yet, I was just stopping by to drop off my new
address on the way to Morning Meats.”
We both heard Keisha from the bathroom, “Hold up til I
get out, we’ll go with you.”
“I lost my condo,” he called out to her.
“That sucks,” came the understatement in return.
“Will you get your money back?” I asked.
“Some, not what I shelled out already on upgrades, almost
ten grand.”
“To repeat an understatement, that sucks. So what’s your
new address?” I said as I was searching for a place to write it
down.
“That’s something I was going to talk to Keisha about.”
“So you don’t have one yet,” I understood.
“There’s places I could go.”
“The ‘Y’, that Rodeway over on Hudson.”
“I’m not destitute, and I didn’t know you and Keisha had
patched things up to this extent.”
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“I didn’t know they were broken til last Thursday,” I said.
“I didn’t know til that Wednesday,” Ron said.
“You didn’t waste any time.”
“Keisha is not someone destined to spend her life alone,”
he took a seat at the table, “and the things she heard that
evening were bad news mister. To be honest I don’t know
how she can take you back after that.”
“Jill took something out of context. She overheard me
recite American propaganda, which I had no way to judge and
didn’t support even then. I had to recite it for a social studies
test, we were practicing in the hall.”
“That’s not the way she said it.”
“You heard what Denise told you about what Jill said
about me from six years ago. There are many layers of
distortion involved and I believe there was a good chance of
heavy distortion in the step that passed thru Jill. The truth is, I
had nothing invested in American propaganda, especially
when I had just been deserted by my country. That
propaganda was all blown to lies by the time I got out of the
welcome center. And after one afternoon with Keisha, I was
hooked.”
He sat there looking at me for what seemed like forever.
“I understand what you’re saying, she can be addictive, but if
you’ve been fed that propaganda all your life, didn’t you start
to believe some of it?”
“Far the other way, their whole house of cards collapsed
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once I got here and saw the truth. Let one thing be an obvious
lie, and the whole thing falls apart.”
“It is a question of which one of you do we believe?”
“The guy who fell in love with her or the girl who makes
no secret of her intent to get me away form Keisha. I’d also
add, the one of us who actually cites race as a reason.”
“That’s not hard, impartial evidence.”
“I agree,” I said. “Sorry we don’t have any coffee done
yet.”
“That’s quite alright,” he said. “Have you been to the
breakfast at Morning Meats?”
“No?”
“They’re known for their fried cold cuts, you can get
them with or without eggs, cheese or both on bagel, grinder
bread in six inch increments, crullers, crumpets or wrap. You
can add beans to the wrap, they’re nice big red ones in a two
pepper sauce.”
It was nice that he could make peaceful small talk. In the
USA, the elephant in the room is the shared vagina and by a
very strict unwritten code, that demands a fist fight. I would
not be terribly afraid of this man in the ring, but here it would
have to be in the street in front of the house. There would be
no rules, referees, supporters, other than maybe Keisha and
Imelda. I had no intention of trying to impose the culture of
the USA on the situation here. I was glad the situation didn’t
seem to demand a fist fight in this culture. “I might try one,” I
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said.
“And are you just trying Keisha?” he asked.
“As in making a quick conquest and leaving?” I asked.
“Something like that, setting her up for a broken heart and
a great insult. Bringing her African heritage up as you leave.”
“I swear to you, and to everyone around, publicly to the
whole church if necessary, that as long as she will have me
we will never break up, and if she turns me out I will continue
to sing her praises. If I mention her African heritage I mean it
to be something she should view with pride.”
“She was really hurt by what Jill said to Denise, things Jill
said she heard from you.”
“I recited propaganda that depicted African women as fat,
smelly, stupid and listless, calling them negroid cows. While I
was still in the welcome center in East Saint Louis I could see
that myth was pretty much a complete fabrication
documented with special effects. Well maybe they found a fat,
smelly, stupid, listless woman of African ancestry
somewhere, but probably not in Hartford.”
“Why did you repeat it then?”
“Because I was going to be tested on it.”
“What are your intentions now?” Ron asked, acting more
like her father than a competing suitor, but I didn’t care if he
asked. He was of an age that was probably too young to have
been her father. From up close, he looked like he was at least
thirty two. If he could get a girl pregnant when he was
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thirteen it was possible. “My intentions regarding Keisha I
would think you’re asking. For the next two and a half years,
support her quest for a degree in research management. Try to
remain her best friend and partner. Finish my apprenticeship
and try to ensure I’ll have a stable career.”
“She deserves more than a conquest,” he said.
“Damn right about that,” I said, “and I never made a
conquest of her.”
He obviously had. He had come here with the intent to get
in and had apparently succeeded. Keisha obviously had
second thoughts about it and was slow to forgive herself. Ron
didn’t have anything more to say it seemed, and looked
around the room distracted. Maybe he even blinked a couple
extra times.
“I heard Imelda say you escaped from Old South?”
“My parents did, I was born in the city, Manchester
Township.”
“They had to escape?”
“Old South proclaims to the world that they have a
segregated society but it is actually a slave society. People on
the reservations are not full citizens, can’t vote, marry or own
property outside the reservations. We need a pass to be off the
reservation after dark, we need a permit to get a job off the
reservation. It’s gotten worse since they left.”
“It looks like your life here has been fine,” I said.
“It’s empty,” he said.
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“Fulfillment is raising a family,” I said.
“You’re a kid and you’re telling me that.”
“That’s what I’ve always believed,” I said, “I didn’t make
it up, I heard it from my parents and my preacher.”
“I think I’d also need something more from my art,” he
said. “Maybe I should go to New York.”
“So you don’t have an address yet, and you were hoping
this could be it?”
“I know she could use some support.”
“No doubt you could give her more financial support than
I, but I’m more likely to let her be herself, and I think we can
got by okay.”
“Do you mind if I hear how she feels about it?”
“No, not at all, as long as I believe she’s saying what she
really believes and not what she’s been pressured into
saying.”
“Imelda’s been talking to you. I didn’t do myself a favor
by pressuring Keisha for an answer Wednesday night.”
“Imelda thinks she was pressured for a ‘yes’ answer, not
any answer.”
“She was not.”
Keisha had emerged from the bathroom by now, dressed
in a thick shirt and jeans. “You made me feel like I might
have come to physical harm if I hadn’t agreed.”
“That’s called rape in my book,” I said, and felt the
adrenaline surge from the altercation that might ensue.
323

“We see it very differently,” Ron remained calm. “We had
been together all evening and well into the night working
together very closely. There had been some contact that I
thought was consciously erotic. I thought I was due and she
was being a tease.”
“Just because I don’t make a scene if you get a feel
doesn’t mean I’m promising sex. Yes, I was hurt and
vulnerable that day and you went right for the sore spot and I
consented. I did consent, I’m not going to go telling anyone I
didn’t, but I regret it now because I believe Darryl more than
Jill and I don’t want to hurt what we’ve got going.”
“So you never believed a word I said about our heritage?”
“I believe every word you said about your heritage, the
disconnect you made is thinking that it’s my heritage also just
because some of my distant ancestors also came from Africa.
My dad was a drifter from Jamaica, we never knew any of his
family. He said they were all dead but a brother who was
involved with a gang. My ancestors on my mom’s side
weren’t slaves either, someone in our family still has their
things, including the ticket stubs from their flights to get here.
Most of my family is much wealthier than we are. Imelda
could never get tied down to a man, and never wanted one
that made more than she did.”
“Your heritage is Africa,” Ron said.
“And Europe, and America and Asia, sixty one percent,
twenty two percent, twelve percent and five percent. What’s
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your numbers?”
He didn’t respond right away. “I’m not sure I trust the
service my parents used because they gave me fifty nine,
thirty nine and two.”
“African, European and native American,” Keisha
confirmed. “Darryl’s the only one here whiter than you.
We’re all mutts here, it doesn’t even matter any more. I can
almost understand why Jill might still care, but not you, you
were born here.”
“I studied a lot of history,” he said.
“Where did you study it?”
“Manchester Library, City Library, Manchester University
and books my parents brought from Old South. That’s how I
know the reservation system is economically the same as
slavery. There are a lot of details in the reservations laws that
not many people know about, for instance, all businesses on
the reservations must be owned by a white person.”
“I think you need a campaign to free Old South.”
“Like the USA is an all-white nation, Old South should be
an all-black nation.”
“And what do their numbers have to be?” Keisha asked
him, “over fifty percent? What about seventy five? Then we
couldn’t enter.”
“Fifty percent of course.”
“Okay fine, go for it but don’t include me. I’m staying
here where no one asks what my numbers are for a heritage
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that was so long ago it doesn’t matter any more.”
“Our people are suffering there now.”
“I have enough things to feel guilty about already, I don’t
need you laying more on me.” She was dressed now, and
getting out her coat. “So you’re taking us to Morning Meats
right?”
“I never said I was buying.”
“You’re the one with the professional job, but no matter,
we can buy ours. We’ll walk, you can take your wheels down
there, you’re not dressed for the walk.”
It was two blocks down Wethersfield Ave and on the way
Keisha got to tell me, “He’s kind of on his heels right now
because you’re such a poet. You could have such a career in
diplomacy but I’m not really into the travel unless it’s
somewhere like Brazil, Nigeria or maybe Australia.”
“I don’t know any language but English,” I said.
“So Australia or England,” she said.
“Or California,” I added.
“Yeah, that way we could afford it. But anyway, he won’t
stay there. He’s going to try and talk his way back into my
pants and into my apartment.”
“It has to be your choice. If what he says makes more
sense to you, what can I do?”
“Don’t shrink away, plead your case, convince him why
you’re the better choice for me.”
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“All I have to do is convince you. What I’ve been the last
four months is what I’ve got to say.”
“Don’t just let him keep hammering at me, make points
for yourself.”
“Do you mean brag?” I asked. That was one sin I really
thought was a sin, even worse than fornication.
“State your case, so I remember it in my mind.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do.”
Ron didn’t get there a lot before us, but he had a table and
we joined him. “Three coffee’s, fixings on the side I hope?”
he asked Keisha.
“That’ll do.”
“The menus will come with the coffee.”
“It looks like they have plenty of tables,” I said. “How
long have they been here?”
“They had their hundred and fiftieth anniversary a little
before I was born,” Keisha answered.
“Your mom said you’re only nineteen? I guessed twenty
two.”
“Nineteen is right.”
“I was still a kid in Newark then,” Ron said.
“How was that?” I asked.
“We were all about sports, mostly soccer and basketball.
We couldn’t afford the hangers there. We could afford to send
me to acting school at Hart though, I’ve been here ever
since.”
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“Are you still into sports?” I asked. “Did you follow
baseball this year?”
“As the season wore on, yeah, that was fun,” he said.
I figured if I could keep him talking about other things,
he’d never get around to working on Keisha. It was acting
and the stage that involved him the most. A few questions
here and there and a few more ‘yeah’s got him thru most of
the meal.
It wasn’t until we’d mentioned getting up to go that he
remembered what he was supposed to be doing here. “Keisha,
we’ve got to talk,” he said.
“We’ve been talking,” she answered.
“About more than the theater.”
“You need a place to stay, right, but mine’s too small for
the three of us and you honestly did not make a great
impression on my mother Wednesday.”
“Listen,” Ron said, “I see what you like about Darryl
here, he’s a great kid, I get it, but you know I can give you
more of what you need than he can. You know how it was.”
“Darryl’s got all I need and not so much of what I don’t
need.”
“Which is what?” he asked.
“Taking over, making my life right in your eyes, not
mine.”
“You said I was just what you needed on the Christmas
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pageant.”
“Yes,” she said, “there are times and places where a takecharge guy is just what we need. That pageant was suffering
from a surplus of ideas and a deficit of knowledge. My
bedroom is not the place I want a take-charge guy.”
“I wasn’t like that, I was nice and slow with you. You
know how good it was, do you want to throw that away?”
“Ron,” Keisha said, “it has nothing to do with technique.
You were performing for the conquest, you performed well,
but we weren’t equals in that act, I was ridden to completion,
you got what you wanted. The other thing is you’re just like
Jill, trying to raise the dead horse of racism to get between
Darryl and I. Darryl and I come from the same background,
we were never persecuted or discriminated by race. You
should get together with Jill and see if you can figure out why
it matters. See if you can make that conquest.”
“That’s all the space we have available under our control
right now,” I said. “There’s a back bedroom, the one with the
tiny porch. You can have that one, Jill can keep the one she’s
in, and you two can find a way to share the remainder of the
place.”
Ron looked to Keisha.
“Yes, very good idea,” she said. “It’s the only space we
have and it would probably do both of you good to share it.”
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Epilog [redacted]
Dear Mom, Dad, and Ginny.
I know it’s been a long time since I left, almost four years I think.
I hope Deb showed you the reply to the letter she sent on your
behalf.
I’m sorry that the USA considers my moving a desertion, I’m
sorry for any distress that caused you, and I’m sorry that the
political situation is such that me moving here causes you
distress. I’ve had four years to think about it and I’m really sure I
did the right thing.
That’s why I’m writing. I know you are allowed the right to visit
Laurentia to attend family functions, and my wedding is
considered a family function. It’s on June 8, 2272 at 1:00 at the
main Christian Progress Church on Columbus Boulevard, six
blocks from our new place. You can afford the fare here and
back on the maglev, it’s half the cost of flying and twice as
convenient. It takes a day, Laurentia’s not small, and you have to
change in Springfield but it’s twenty minutes on the Connecticut
Valley Line to downtown from there. We can meet you at the
station. You’ve got almost a month to think about it.
We have a spare room in our new place, for the next five months
anyway. Our address is Unit 22D at 100 Maple. We can walk to
the roof garden from there. Our unit looks west northwest over
the medical district, where she works now.
I don’t want to say my work is the same old grind, but I’ve been
at it four years now. I completed my apprenticeship last year and
I’ve just been named a full case agent, which means I get to sign
off on some forms, get chewed out if we screw up.
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From your point of view, this picture of Keisha will be your
biggest problem I’m sure. If you would like to see your son doing
well, please come out for the wedding next month. Please let us
know if you can, innocent messages do get thru the firewall, and
I hope not too much of this was redacted on it’s way to you.
Hope to see you soon,
Darryl
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