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Introduction

test

  Sandy's Story is a SEQUEL to Charles Beaumont's Long Live Walter Jameson.  


  Sandy's Story is a PREQUEL to Jerome Bixby's The Man From Earth.


    Sandy's Story is an AMPLIFICATION of these other, well-know stories along the same lines.


  I allude to several similar stories in popular literature which served as the inspiration for all of them:


  

    	Dance of the Tiger by Bjorn Kurtén


    	Casca the Mercenary by Barry Sadler


    	 The Immortals by James Gunn 


    	The Boat of a Million Years by Poul Anderson


    	Methuselah's Children by Robert Heinlein


    	 Requiem for Methuselah by Jerome Bixby


    	The Age of Intelligent Machines, The Age of Spiritual Machines, and The Singularity is Near by Ray Kurzweil


    	The Far Arena by Richard Ben Sapir


    	Rip Van Winkle by Washington Irving


    	The Wandering Jew


    	Replay by Ken Grimwood


    	Highlander by Gregory Widen


  


  There is a sort of chronology to this prevalent idea of a wandering immortal and one version feeds the next. Not only does the immortal protagonist wander the earth, but the story lines themselves drift here and there, incorporating variously religion, black magic, technology, genetics, poetic justice, vampirism.


    Beaumont's 1960 story must have led to Barry Sadler's Casca. Beaumont's story is also an obvious precursor to Bixby's Requiem for Methuselah. Here, interestingly, this very story of Bixby no doubt also influenced Bixby to amplify the 1966 idea into his The Man from Earth. 


  Beaumont's story was filmed as a Twilight Zone episode in 1960 and  serves as a backdrop, introducing the immortal history professor. Bixby's story picks up the professor and was filmed as a 2007 movie by Richard Schenkman.


  Since Beaumont tickled us with the history professor, let us dwell on him first:


  

    
  Walter Jameson is college history professor about to marry his colleague Dr. Sam Kittridge's daughter Susanna when Walter's jilted former lover Laurette Bowen shows up. She appears to be in her eighties and it comes out that, although Jameson looks young, he is actually quite old. Laurette tracked down Jameson to warn Susanna that she, too, will one day be jilted by the non-aging Walter.


    Laurette shoots Walter. Although he does not age while alive, he now ages rapidly into dust.


  


  Bixby continues with this concept, but takes it further. He amplifies the history professor aspect of the protagonist and demonstrates a necessary relocation with new identity once every decade. He also imbues the protagonist with a surprising religious identity.


  
  Although Bixby's story gives the professor a religious identity, Sandy's Story transforms the professor into something new: a real person with real problems: psychological, religious, identity, lovelorn, existential.


  Sandy's Story (my own transformational interlude) develops the professor's personality, demonstrates his humanity, his psychological makeup, his fears, his pain, guilt, his hope, his Weltschmerz over bearing the responsibility for Christianity. My story takes place AFTER Beaumont's but  occurs BEFORE Jerome Bixby's.  


  Schenkman's film of The man From Earth is extraordinary in all ways. You cannot leave your seat; you cannot even breathe as this story unfolds. And it is so contrary to the way in which movies usually go: just a small group of people talking in a living room. No chase scenes, no sex scenes, no explosions, no violence. Yet, the actors, the lines they speak, the cinematography, the music, keep you glued to your seat. You have to find out where it is all going.


   
Richard Schenkman's 2007 film



  Bixby uses Beaumont's 'young' college professor who, after only a short ten years at work in a small liberal arts university, abruptly vacates his job and leaves his friends because he has 'itchy feet'. His friends (all fellow professors, student, secretary) throw him an impromptu, last minute farewell party during which he explains why he is leaving. John tells them he is incredibly old, but does not age past appearing about thirty-five. He regularly leaves to start life anew in another fictitious persona every decade of so because he fears people will begin to notice he does not age.


  
a film to knock your socks off



  John discloses that he is approximately 14,000 years old, that he has lived across the world, has learned many different languages. He has not only watched history unfold, but has actually experienced the end of the last ice age. Essentially, he is a Cromagnon, a 'cave man', a person we today refer to as a member of the Magdalenian stone age culture.


  He states that in his first (original) persona he was made tribal chief due to his non-aging, but later, people in his tribe began to resent his immortality and concluded that perhaps John was somehow 'stealing' the tribe members' physical vitality through black magic. He became an outcast and thus began his periodic habit of ten year cycling into new personas.


  He lived as a citizen of many come-and-gone world empires: Sumerian, Babylonian, Egyptian, Roman. His own world-view changed with each paradigm shift, including a spherical rather than flat Earth.


  His fear of being discovered as a biological immortal has roots in his experience of occasionally being ostracized or locked up as a wizard or devil. He has escaped death at the hands of mortal men on more than one occasion.


  
nobody in his right mind would believe him
  

  

but once they do... 

David Lee Smith as Professor John Oldman 



  His fear of discovery in today's climate includes biological research, incarceration, and execution. We are technologically advanced enough today in genetic knowledge that mankind is on the cusp of increasing the length of human life span and he fears exploitation.


  John fears discovery which would lead to capture, horrid imprisonment, cloning, and persecution. He has been captured before in past centuries when technology was not so advanced as today, but even then attempts were made by his captors to prize out the secrets of longevity. These were primitive attempts, using John's blood and sometimes even the idea of cannibalism.


  Despite our modern ways today John still sees that he would end up in a bad place. He correctly and intuitively knows that mankind would go to almost any lengths for the possession of his template. From his past experiences as a captive he also knows that human nature, if unsuccessful in obtaining the goal of immortality with John's capture, would not then contentedly merely let him go.


  He has developed a habit and skill of starting over every decade or so and has done so repeatedly many, many thousands of times. From this he also has psychological baggage as a result and has built up mental protection barriers insulating him from injury to his feelings.


  
           
  
   Gautama Siddharta, the Buddha,

  



"the most extraordinary man I ever met"



  But he has also delved into superior uncharted regions. To that end, he discloses he actually studied under Gautama Siddharta, the Buddha, "the most extraordinary man I ever met". As if that were not astounding enough, John drops his bombshell -- that John (while teaching a repackaged form of Buddhism in the Middle East) is the historical person we today know as Jesus Christ.


  

Who you
gonna tell?


Who's gonna
believe?



  At this point in his disclosure his friends come to the justifiable idea that perhaps John is mentally deranged and the party is joined by another faculty member, a psychiatrist named Will, who, after arriving, treats John as though he were delusional, harmless enough, but crazy.


  Even so, the psychiatrist states, as a treatment option, one of John's worst fears, that he might be locked away. Here, the MD demonstrates (as an individual) exactly the reason for John's fear of humanity. Even the medical practitioner meets John's 'delusion' with anger, thus demonstrating John's reason for fearing mortal humanity.


   
Edith the religious art teacher
  

 Will the psychiatrist



  Each member of the group, as a mirror to his or her own discipline, while taking in the incredible story, half-accepts and half-rejects John's disclosure and he deflects each and every criticism of every point against the truth of it with a fair answer.


   

                Others try to convince you and you try to convince others...

  



 
...but it is most difficult to convince yourself.



  Edith, the art historian, is also a fervent Christian and has a great deal of trouble with this reinterpretation of her faith. Her doubt is amplified at John's corroborating possession of a hitherto-unknown Van Gough painting. She accepts the new painting but not this new portrait of Christ. And John DOES tell her the historical Jesus has himself been amplified (repainted) by an overlay of myth, myth borrowed from and recycled from Mithras, Osiris, et al.


  As John merely mentions some of the mythical overlay of Jesus this is too much for Edith. John does not quite shatter Edith's world view, but almost blurts out Pushkin's platitude:


  
                  "A deception that elevates us is dearer than a host of low truths."

  


  -- Pushkin



  
While the two of them are briefly alone, John's secretary Sandy privately brings up some unfinished business, already discussed but not resolved, something of reluctance on his part, that she has been in love with her boss, John. He responds as though forced by his own helplessness in his situation, saddened by it, saddened for Sandy as well as saddened for himself, with coldness, but not unkindly. His response, though not directly unkind, seems cold, dispassionate, as though he were directing her to back off to save her feelings, even though there is some 'history'.


  He does not so state, but Sandy is also aware that he, in turn, also has deep feelings for her, unstated in this conversation, to avoid more emotional pain. For all his age, his longevity, she knows him better than he knows himself and she also knows he is emotionally compromised. In fact, he is at present a basket case and needs her care.


  One by one, the guests call it an evening, say goodbye, and drive off, leaving only John, Will the psychologist, and Sandy. Will overhears John telling Sandy that he had once taught chemistry at Harvard a generation earlier. Will comes to realize that John is his father, the father that inexplicably deserted him and his mother when Will was a small boy. The shock of this news induces a heart attack and Will dies, cradled in the arms of his still-young, terribly hurt father.


  The play ends with Sandy accompanying John as he leaves for a new identity. She is aware that her time with him will be limited to (from past experience) about a decade.


  

  If she lets him leave, she loses him. If she accompanies him, she loses her environment and her life to him as they disappear into exile. She gets the short end of the stick: ten years maximum accompaniment. In one sense, it is an exact parallel to following Christ, although -- forgive me -- I am probably 'reading in' too much Christian symbolism.


  Several stage productions have brought this story to live performance. It is very interesting to see the story from a different perspective with live actors, slightly different interpretation, and a fixed camera.


  The movie made use of very excellent multiple camera positions, closeups, group shots, hauntingly beautiful music, an occasional outdoors scene. A play, of course, in lieu of multiple camera angles and positions, makes use of the artistry of varying the actors on stage.


  Richard Schenkman is exploring the idea of a video series based upon this original play. When a story is so compelling as this the audience cannot help but want more, to find out what happens next, to find out more of John's history and also his future.


  Would he, in fact, be locked up as a biological test candidate in a modern day equivalent to a witch trial? The heresy of immortality would be punished by the modern equivalence of priests, i. e., research scientists. Could modern science actually copy whatever mechanism John came by naturally? Would we (in the guise of modern day vampires) exsanguinate poor John. Ironic indeed that Christ supposedly shed his blood for us. Would we want to live forever or is immortality overrated?


  I want to know for myself if John is mentally scarred by his experience. Has John developed a lifestyle which causes him to subdue his feelings for individuals, humanity, and himself? Is he a cynic? Is he damaged goods?


  In our modern science we have cloning at hand, the secrets of stem cells, telomeres, CRISPR gene editing. With the aid of studying his makeup we might get to 'life-everlasting' overnight. Another inadvertent Christian symbol pops up in the idea humanity taking Christ's blood as a template for our own immortality, for life everlasting.


  Yet his fear of us, of capture, prevents him from volunteering to be our savior. Today we now find Jesus NOT wanting to be crucified on the cross of modern science for the purpose of giving the rest of us eternal life through him. He just wants to be left alone.


  We are all uncomfortable with the idea of a withdrawn, jaded, self-serving Jesus. History gives us a Jesus who willingly took the cross, supposedly for the purpose of aiding humanity; now we have a Jesus who seeks anonymity and only wishes to be left alone to live his life. This new Jesus is anything but a Superman, certainly in no way supernatural. In fact, we identify MORE with John than we do with supernatural, lofty Jesus.


  The adventure story aspect of this grid intrigues me no end. How would you go about setting up new identities over and over again in this increasingly-modern world? John is forced to create a do-it-yourself Witness Protection Program life for himself once every decade. He has only himself and does not have the resources of the full cooperation of the national government. This was easier to do in the past, but today we have fingerprints, Social Security numbers, birth certificates. With each passing year, as our society becomes more and more regimented the creation of a new man out of thin air will be harder and harder to perform. Certainly, we will, in time, begin to use DNA itself as a tool for identification.


  I wanted to see this next episode of his life with Sandy and, because of that, it led me to explore the background of Sandy's introduction into his life. And I certainly could not drop into the 'next' episode, the one after the movie ended until I fully explored what went on before the movie began. I hope the following story is enjoyable. It begins in the third year of John's ten year stay at the college where he is teaching.




  YEAR THREE (of ten)
Registration



  Sandy felt a little lost at the Greyhound terminal because she did not know anyone at the university yet. She deposited her bag in a coin operated terminal locker and took the key, hoping to retrieve it later that day after registration. She put on her backpack and hoofed it to the college campus. It was only a few blocks and the dry run of this trip she had done a few months ago helped her with the butterflies in her stomach.


  
   museums:
 old art, old religions, old learning, old institutions

reputation: 
from past days of glory


  This was on old-fashioned, way-too-small liberal arts college, just a few thousand students. For that reason there was not even on-line registration. The school even used bound textbooks instead of ebooks. For decades now, semester after semester, it was traditional lecture, seminar, and test.


  The line at the course registration was not too long, but it was loud in the university gym and from what she overheard from the exchanges ahead of her, the process seemed arbitrary and impersonal.


  Also, since she was already at least five years older than the other freshmen, she felt out of place. On the one hand, she felt behind them; on the other, that she greatly surpassed them. It was very uncomfortable. She listened to the exchange in front of her in line.


  "Whatcha wanta major and minor in?" asked an older, Junior female student seated behind the table.


  "Uh, Pre-med," answered the new freshman. He did not sound altogether too sure.


  "You and everybody else. Make all A's in high school?"


  The guy in line shook his head and the female registrar winced a sort of warning, negative response and clicked the premed field.


  "Whatcha want for major/minor? Chem, bio, physics? You can pick anything, any two items."


  "Uh, bio, then chem."


  He was done in a few minutes and then it was Sandy's turn.


  She had somehow anticipated that a wise, older professor would be advising her. Perhaps a guy in a sweater with a pipe, someone who looked like a movie version of an old college intellectual. She realized her hopes there were just a cliché, that universities ran off the energy of part-time undergraduates.


  She responded monosyllabically and definitely because she saw that the speed of the registration process called for by the bored, seated sophomore student might get her some sort of acknowledgment. At least, she hoped so.


  "Sandra M. Clark."


  She read off her social, phone number, and everything else asked of her.


  For major, she stated, "history".


  When she said that, an adult (not a mere student) a couple of chairs over at the same long table, looked up. Sandy caught his eye when he looked up and briefly smiled. He smiled back, then resumed his own work at his monitor.


  She wondered if he might be a grad student or even a junior professor in the history department. At least one older-looking professional in the crowd. But he was not really 'old' and appeared no more than in his late twenties. She reassessed -- maybe thirty. It was hard to hit his age for some reason.


  His name sign OLDMAN, J did not list PhD, but she noticed the very latest PC trend at work. Nobody was a PhD here, at least according to any signage.


  She was almost done and waited until a small break, then asked the girl, "Hey, could I ask you, please, I was wondering if maybe you might know if I could make application for a part timer somewhere in the History Department?"


  The bored student was about to rebuff Sandy when the teacher-looking man two chairs over answered. "'Part-time'? Come see me tomorrow at 9. I'm John Oldman. Room 243, history building."


  "I'll be there. Thank you. Sandy Clark."


  When she finished the registration work she left the noisy gym and erupted into quiet sunlight. She consulted her map and walked to the dorm, but then got some bad news. No room tonight.


  The dorm was overly full, but Sandy got on a waiting list and the school put up some of the students temporarily at a motel. "There will be two hundred or more no-shows. Maybe 75 people will drop out within a week. In the very first month 475 dropped out last semester. We got a contract here with Motel 6. It's a good deal -- they even got maid service!"


  "What happens if the slots to the dorm don't open up?"


  "Then, in a month, you are on your own to find a place and we refund your prorated dorm rent. In that case, you'll have to locate your own place somewhere else for the remaining three months of the semester. Don't worry. Depending on the economy and the Draft and so forth slots always open in three to four weeks. What's your number on the waiting list?"


  "I'm 732."


  The guy winced. "Well, maybe not. That's way down there towards the end, but you oughta be okay. Still, maybe you oughta start looking. Know what I mean?"


  Motel


  Sandy walked back to the bus station and retrieved her bag from the locker. She rolled her duffel to the hotel room assigned to her. It was just off campus, directly across the street from the side walk bordering what everyone would correctly assess as 'campus proper.'


  

  She heard music blaring from her room well before reaching that door and it was so loud she wondered if she ought to knock by pounding the door because a regular knock probably would not do the trick.


  

      
If you do not yet have a major...



  She was about to knock at normal-level-one when the door opened and a shirtless, barefoot male student, maybe nineteen opened the door and almost ran into her.


  "Uh, hi. I'm Sandy. Supposed to check in here."


  The guy nodded and while he continued out, yelled out, "Alma! Your roomie's here!" He otherwise ignored her and kept going, long neck in hand, long hair on his shoulders swinging with his drink. The open doorway let out a burst of cigarette and marijuana smoke and Sandy could also smell beer. The room had a dozen beer bottles strewn about and the place was a mess, fast food bags haphazardly tossed in corners.


  

Off on your own


(except for paying for it)


  A very tired-looking, unhappy-looking girl raised her head from a drunken pass-out position on the couch. "I think I'm gonna be sick." Sandy deposited her bag on the unused bed and tried to introduce herself to Alma, but Alma was not up to any kind of social interaction.


  It was still only midday and Sandy left the hotel by herself. She used the school map to locate her classes and with a pen she mapped out the daily itinerary and figured the length of time it would take to get from class to class. She merged the schedule with library and cafeteria runs and was delighted to see that her schedule meshed well with the clock and weekly calendar. No gaps. No wasted time.


  Every class was on Tuesdays and Thursdays as she had calculated. Fifteen hours, a full load, but other than Tuesdays and Thursdays she had the other five days free to work. The problem was money.


  
History Building


  She located the History Building on the map, then made for the room professor Oldman had told her. The elevator was out in the old building and she started up the stairway just behind someone else. She looked at the person in front of her. It was an adult man carrying a satchel.


  
    going up



  When he reached the top of the landing he took a right down the hall. Sandy looked right and left, looking for indication of room numbers and decided to just follow and ask, but then realized it was actually Oldman himself that she followed.


  "Dr. Oldman?"


  He turned as he unlocked the door office door. "Sandy Clark. 9 o'clock tomorrow. I was locating on the map where to go."


  He nodded, smiled, looked briefly at the campus map she was carrying, and said, "Look at that! Both of us, not just 'just on time' but rather a day early! Come on in."


  He flipped on the lights and hit the thermostat. There was immediately a musty smell from the old wall unit. He went through a secretarial-style outer office into his own back room. It held a desk, filing cabinets, old-fashioned wooden book shelves, dozens of manila folders of various projects.


  His room was a museum itself, full of antiquities, odds and ends, not really art, but more like The Olde Curiousity Shoppe. It looked like he collected relics from Sumeria, Babylon, Egypt, China, Neanderthals. There was Tanit, here Apollo. She could not even recognize the origin of some of it. Rudely, she stared at the objects, then pulled her eyes away.


  The bulletin boards were overflowing with notes, notices, calendars. The calendars were written on, some dates overwritten by half a dozen pen colors and pencil, X'd out notations. There were multicolored Post-it notes on top of multisized Post-it notes.


  "Have a seat. Have a seat."


  Sandy sat down ready to offer her resume, such as it was, a high school transcript and a letter of recommendation from her prior fast food job, one she had held for several years at Chick-fil-A. She held it waiting for him to ask.


  "You a freshman?"


  "Yessir. History major."


  "Picked a minor yet?"


  "Not yet. They said I did not have to yet. I was thinking about either archeology or anthropology."


  He nodded, now listening intently. "Why history?"


  He was going to launch into a recommendation on a teaching certificate, too, for jobs derived from a major in history were, by themselves, nonexistent.


  She shook her head. "Not really sure. I just know I am attracted to it. It is not a practical consideration. I have been interested in history as a field of study for two years now. I have read the following books." Sandy handed him a sheet of paper with fourteen works on them. Oldman took the sheet and read the ponderous, scholarly titles. He had read all but one of them, but knew of the one he had not read.


  "What made you wade through these?"


  "Like I said, I have an interest in this. If I had a time machine I would like to go back and visit to see what it was like. I know some things do not change, but the feeling for it all must change quite a bit."


  Oldman nodded. He was looking at the title he had not read, now regretting that he had not also read that book yet. He resolved to correct that immediately and mentally penned himself a note to phone the school library. Here he was, a professor, and a student, one recently from high school, had him beat on this one title.


  That one title, to his knowledge, had not been heavily or sensationally advertised in the normal popular channels and he wondered how this just-now-enrolling freshman had even heard of the title. For example, it had not been recommended as an up and coming best seller in Time magazine. Only a person truly ensconced in the world of history would have known about it.


  He pointed at that one work and asked, "Can you recommend this one?"


  

  She looked and responded, "Oh, yeah. He said the migration into Europe, the second migration from Africa, led to intermarriage of the Neanderthal and Cromagnon and claims evidence of matrilineal DNA in today's Europeans which explains the three percent Neanderthal genotype. But Björn Kurtén said he thinks the resulting offspring of such unions must have led to sterile offspring with hybrid vigor. That is to say, though sterile, the children were very healthy even if unable to reproduce. They were like mules from donkeys and horses and the Neanderthals died out because their genes did not reproduce."


  "So, do you buy that?"


  "I'm considering it. Both ideas have merit. The intermarriage idea is possible. If so, the sterility also has merit. But here is the implied kicker -- if the offspring was sterile as Kurtén claims, then there should be no evidence of matrilineal DNA. It would not pass through the gene pool."


  


Earth mothers



  "I agree," chimed in Oldman. "The older idea that the Neanderthals were decimated by genocide or disease or some naturally occurring extinction process also has logical appeal. That, too, would eliminate DNA carry over."


  "At least this author shows he is thinking and asks for consideration of alternate explanation. He does not merely parrot fait accompli pronouncements."


  Oldman nodded, smiling. "So, you wanna teach history in high school?"


  "Not high school. Not even necessarily teach at the university level. I am just interested in the subject itself. I can do research papers, though, and have written three in correct form. She passed over a set of three stapled-together multipage research papers she had written, one while still in high school.


  Oldman briefly looked at the first page of each to read each title and skimmed each one very briefly. At first glance they appeared A or B level college work. Some students at university never did get the knack of writing research papers. Here were three written while still in high school that looked at least at first glance of passable quality. He caught himself and socially stopped himself from reading one of them in depth as it caught his interest. He looked up and asked, "Could I keep these to read?"


  Sandy nodded.


  He hefted the multipage research papers and commented, "quite a high school."


  She indicated the center one he held. "That one was during high school. The other two I did on my own after graduation."


  He forced himself back to the here and now and offered, "Well, the department has a part-time position, department secretary but it is actually a job with two-hats. It is regular, old fashioned secretarial stuff combined with research duties. The regular stuff is opening up the office here, taking messages for the department, scheduling students, university duties, that sort of thing. I'll ask you to check references for plagiarism on student papers. The research part is library look up, reading, actual history work, the kind of work a professional historian does."


  She nodded, waiting.


  Oldman looked up and Sandy handed him her schedule, the Tuesday, Thursday school load. He read the fifteen hour week, the implied availability schedule, then asked, "There are two twenty hour positions posted as available, but if you want I could go thirty for yours and ten for the other one. Would you be interested in thirty hours a week?"


  "Uh, actually, I could use, financially speaking, full-time. The dorm is full and I'm on a waiting list, way down the list, and they have me temporarily in Motel 6 while they sort through the no shows and drop outs. Just met my hotel roomie and already I feel very uncomfortable there, somewhat unsafe, at the unsavory environment."


  "How you mean?" He smiled.


  "'In taberna, quaes eterna' But update Carmina Burana as Carmina Marijuana."


  Oldman laughed. He considered a moment, then blew out a decision and looked up over his eye brows. "Well, I got one for you, then. A place for you to stay, at the very least temporarily for a few weeks until the dorm opens up a slot for you."


  Sandy waited for him to explain. "My house is just off campus. It actually belongs to Professor Smith and his wife and they are on sabbatical. It's a small place, but the detached two-car garage has a self sufficient 'garage apartment' upstairs with its own entrance. It is unoccupied. You can move in, provided it is okay with your folks. Rent will be whatever your dorm charged you, if that is okay, same rate, prorated first month to move-in date. Wave deposit."


  Sandy nodded. "Sounds good. Can I take a look at it? And also, about the job. Could you use full time? I mean, forty hours a week, a full-timer position?"


  Oldman reflected on the hourly rate for part-time students, that the wages were overly generous for less than burdensome work. It was a stipendium rate, a sinecure rate. It was welfare. But, for all of that, it was not really enough to live on if you were on your own.


  He knew the full-time campus jobs, those of administration people like departmental secretaries actually paid pretty well. Plus, there were medical benefits and so forth.


  He looked into the distance for a second, then phoned Human Resources. He mulled over last semester in his memory, when part-time students failed to show up for work, were late, vanished from sight. In his experience he got less and less worker coverage when he had more and more part-time students. He thought it over, the idea of a single full-time employee.


  He had a moment to reflect while on hold. Even a professor got bounced from person to person a few times like phoning AT&T until he, too, eventually got through to the right individual. He and the HR person then went through the right motions of jumping the hurdles of the neutrally-sounding double blind requirements of all the candidates looking for employment through the state. He got Sandy jumped through to the head of the line and altered the two part-time jobs and merged them into one.


  When Oldman got off the line he turned to his monitor and opened up HR to the right web page, pulled up the required files, printed them and began filling out the interview form and waded through the check marks, Yes, Yes, Yes, No, and typed in the appropriate short answers where required.


  He sent back the filled out form to HR and also printed Sandy a copy and another for himself. "It'll take two days. You do not even have to go into HR yet. Go in day after tomorrow, Wednesday." He reached into a drawer and got out a ring of keys and detached one.


  "In the meantime, here's a key to the apartment." He wrote down an address and a four-digit burglar alarm code on a slip. "Uh, work starts Monday. Here's your first assignment."


  He got up and went to a metal filing cabinets and opened the second drawer. From it he withdrew not a folder, not a file, but rather a stone age knife. It barely fit in the drawer and only just, sideways at an angle. It was a cave man-looking knife the size of a Roman soldier's gladius with a stone blade lashed to a wooden shaft. It was heavy, very solid feeling, razor sharp, perfectly serrated bilaterally symmetrical blade mated via flutes just perfectly fitted into the wooden handle. The haft fit exactly into the flutes and the handle was leather-wrapped to a comfortable diameter with a winding of some kind of string, probably sinew, but looking like Kevlar, impregnable, feeling like it was glued in, bonded with Super glue.


  Sandy hefted it and nodded, smiling. It was a tool you wanted to own, to keep, to want to use and keep by your side, to cut meat, hide, small branches. Enemies, too.


  It was not Jim Bowie's short-sword length knife, but was about that long. Sandy remembered the controversy about Clovis and Fulsom fluting, how anthropologists dated the American Indians based on the depth of fluting.


  This one was right in the middle of the two arguments. She looked up as though to ask and Oldman shrugged, "Sort of 'Flovis' -- right in the middle. Maybe Mousterean."


  
    

  
as good as anything since 

(and better than 'modern' art)


  "Ace Hardware of the Paleolithic sold these in the 'Skinning, Tanning, and Butcher Department'. I want you to evaluate it more, anything else a flint-knapper or fletcher might have done."


  "'Ace Hardware' did you say? 'Skinning, Tanning, and Butcher' you said. How about 'CNC' combined with 'Warfare'?"


  He grinned and asked for the explanation of her pun.


  "Hunting and butcher and utility would be 'peaceful' usage and as CNC work would be under the category of 'Tool and die' stuff, I reckon. But 'warfare' itself would be under a different category,'Tool and DIE work." Oldman laughed at the truth of the forced pun, then even more when she added to it. "The warfare aspect of it could be just a natural outgrowth of non-warfare utility. It could have been a sleep-walking transition into warfare, that is flint-knapping tools into flint-knapping weapons evolving naturally via 'flint-NAPPING.'" 


  
          26,000 year old mammoth ivory


 Neanderthal eyebrows


  He laughed. "So, which came first, warrior chicken or warrior egg?"


  "Side by side. Each reinforced the other."


  She hefted it. "This one is exactly the length of a gladius, exactly. It is short enough to use as utility, too, for butcher-shop work. But it's weight and length suggest war, defense, offense, but not hunting. Too short for hunting."


  "Oh, not necessarily. Here, watch. Let me show off." He sat slouched in his chair and he did not even bother to reposition himself for intent. Casually, with absolute certainty borne of skill and practice, he gently flipped the knife through the air and it buried itself into the sheet rock. "That could do in a deer or rabbit."


  She got up in wonder and withdrew the knife from the wall. It was stuck in the gypsum of the sheetrock and it was a hard tug to withdraw it. This was the only such injury to the wall and from that she knew he did not use that trick as an act to show off.


  Sandy left Oldman's office and walked directly to the address of the apartment to see it, to make sure of the walking distance of this place that was too-good-to-be-real. She walked the sidewalk along the periphery of campus, an old residential part of town, a real estate area which due to being adjacent to the university had caused the neighborhood to prize and maintain the otherwise-old, too-old, houses.


  Here and there one or another house had been razed and a cash cow apartment had been erected as money maker. Some of the old houses had been subdivided into individual apartments, college-life Pier One Imports hookah apartments, Asian married couple apartments, nerd guy apartments, wannabe hippie places, tattooed Goth-girl Lesbian chic apartments. Suburbia of Post World War II it was not. It was exciting, too, for you did not know if your young neighbor might be the next Bill Gates or Albert Einstein.


  But she was glad to get out of the Motel 6, too, for the campus might also house a serial killer or two. Night time, even on a campus, was the natural hunting arena of a mad slasher.


  Sandy located the address on a mail box. It was in the style of perhaps early 1900's, a small-looking two-bedroom one story house. Probably 1000 square feet with at most a single bathroom.


  

      

Garage apartment behind Oldman's house

  


  She entered the driveway and walked to the garage behind the house. It was a two car garage downstairs with outside steps to the top floor. She ascended the stairs and let herself in with the key, then consulted the burglar alarm code and shut it off and flipped one light on.


  The top floor was the exact size as the downstairs. The place was furnished. She flipped on lights experimentally, one of them the outside, the other the inside kitchen. It was a very large open-area efficiency in that kitchen/living room/bedroom were all in one large open space. One interior doorway led to bathroom and the world's biggest closet. Not only was it nicer than any and all dorm rooms, it was nicer and larger than any apartment she had ever seen. She opened the fridge. It was cold, clean, but there was nothing inside. The freezer, too, was empty, but there were two full ice cube trays.


  
Better than a dorm by far
  


  There was a hot-plate on the counter but no real oven. A microwave and toaster and electric can opener stood on the counter. Double sink but no dish washer.


  She opened a few of the drawers and cabinets and was delighted at crockery and silverware. There was even laundry soap and cleaning supplies. She was shocked at the inclusion of a stackable washer/drier. It felt like Christmas. She flipped on AC and a blast of frigid air blew past her fingers. She tried the shower and bathroom sink momentarily. It took a moment, but hot water, steamed out and she turned off the stream.


  She looked in the way-ample walk in closet and laughed, for by itself it was larger than dormitory rooms for two. It had many, many linear feet of horizontal hanging item poles and one very large vertical shelf. She did not own enough to fill half of it. There were three empty, nested plastic laundry baskets.


  
Why would anyone own an atlatl?


  The sight of the laundry baskets caused her to put two and two together and she now concluded that, perhaps, this now-vacant apartment was where Dr. Oldman had lived up until the departure of the Smiths. She could almost hear them insisting that he take up residence in the house proper -- for security of the house -- that it would be better if the main house were occupied, not the garage apartment.


  The walk in closet had another doored closet of its own. She tried the knob, but it was locked. On impulse, at a whim, she tried the outside door key and, incredibly, it opened the door.


  It was a little closet. She flipped on the light and it was filled with more cleaning supplies, laundry soap, a plumber's plunger, spare shower curtain.


  

prior to bow and arrows there was the atlatl



(which is not in the Olympics)


  She saw what, at first, she took for a spare shower curtain rod, but it looked too heavy, too long. She looked closer. It was a paleolithic spear. Stone age flint, spear-sized tip. It was a match somehow to the Bowie knife size, gladius size object she examined in Oldman's office.


  Next to the spear were shorter spears, but they were too big for arrows. Next to them was a notched stick. An atlatl, a throwing stick. She looked close at the stone tips, at the dried strings of clinging meat. She fingered the residue and scratched with a finger nail. It must be blood.


  She examined the wood and there was no question about it being paleolithic in age, for wood even under best of conditions does not last anywhere near as long. But the items looked old, very old, centuries perhaps. The sinews had dried and shrunk, had turned into glue. Nor was the blade razor sharp anymore, but dull from countless taps, nicks, drops, clashes with innumerable objects. The wood was varnished by having been handled by human hands ten thousand times.


  Sandy did not want to impose with too much contact but wanted to solidify her acceptance and walked a personal check back to the history office. She did not know the amount yet. She got to the office, but it was closed up, Oldman had left for the day.


  There was a folded 'SANDY' note to her scotch-taped on the door and she tore it off. It read, 


  "HR will bring you a key for the office. See you Monday morning. You can enter any time, but do not begin getting paid until Monday. I am out of town possibly until eight Monday. My cell (for emergencies only) is at the bottom. JOHN"



  She did not know how to proceed and was about to leave when a student, a runner, hand delivered a manila envelope. "I'm supposed to leave this with Professor Oldman or his secretary, uh, -- he looked at the packet -- "Sandra Clark."


  "I'm Sandy."


  "Well, you can sign for it, then." She signed and took the package. Inside was a plain key and some HR forms for her to sign and return later. She let herself into the office and filled out the paperwork at 'her desk' and never felt so good in her life.


  She hooked the key onto her now-growing clip of keys and, once attached, felt comfortable. She realized how the keys, as a symbol, had altered her life, but as yet did not know the full extent to which those keys would impact her future.


  Hunting


  Oldman walked home after finishing up his altogether too many departmental duties. He had begun many a new semester at many a university as professor and it was always the same. He had a couple of days before actual classes.


  
PALEOLITHIC 4-H CLUB

  

(H)ead 

  

(H)eart 

  

(H)ands 

  

(H)ealth

  

(H)andsome 

  

(H)appy 

  

(H)uman 

  

(H)unter


  


  This was his first year to be department chairman, but it was his third year at the university. He had seven to go, because due to a few past near disclosures he only allowed himself a decade at each.


  He wanted to go off on his own to his cabin for a few days. He craved the taste of wild game, of rabbit, or deer, of fowl. He was able to smell the wild animal, for a time to 'be' the wild animal.


  It was the hunt, the meat, the solitude. He did not really do any kind of 'thinking' when he got away; it was sort of absence of thinking that rejuvenated him.


  His repose was fire, skinning, a full belly, gratefulness of good weather, warm enough to hunt. Occasionally (and he laughed at himself for this) he still worshiped a Sky God or at least he still addressed them. Though long-abandoned by mankind -- and for that matter -- long-abandoned by John, he still talked to those titans, Gods, Goddesses, Spirits. 


  
"The fair humanities of old religions,
The flower, the beauty, and the majesty, That had their haunts in dale, or piny mountain, Or forest by slow stream or pebbly spring, Or chasms and watery depths; all these have vanished; They live no longer in the faith of reason."

-- Die Piccolomini by Friedrich Schiller, translated by Samuel Taylor Coleridge


  Yes, they might be gone, but they were still holy. He worked harder for his food than did any rifle hunter. Twice as hard and more skillful than any angler. He quoted an old, long-abandoned prayer: "I sacrifice to the hunt, the God of it, the animal, and the Earth. I declare the beauty; I affirm the process; I resolve the infinite."


  If anyone were to watch him they would be amazed at his skill with a sling. His sling could kill a rabbit mid bound fifty feet away. Not every time, not every instance, but it was a skill almost no one today had. It was such a skill he often wondered why the Olympics did not include the competition of sling shot marksmanship.


  For distance, for warfare, you used an overhand windup. Everyone laughed at the underhanded marksman -- though it was almost as effective, certainly just as accurate. John wonde if the origin of the term 'underhanded' derived from this kind of throw.


  
If it was good enough for King David it should be in the Olympics



  But for hunting -- depending on the game -- he, himself, had always preferred a horizontal, overhead circle. He spun his ropes clockwise (from the view point of looking up at the spin) with his right hand.


  By evening he had a Jack Rabbit, heavy, meaty, gamey. Its entire head was a shattered ruin, bludgeoned with a single golf ball sized oval rock, instantly killed mid bound, mid leap.


  John butchered it so fast it unzipped like a factory item designed for instant skinning. Accidentally, he had, while on his knee, while skinning the rabbit, lost his balance and the razor-sharp flint knife lacerated his thumb, deeply, very deeply and he jumped. The blood spurted from the deep cut. Probably an artery. So careless! He held down on the closed wound with pressure until it quit flowing. He suddenly stopped in recognition, of self awareness. Was he 'punishing himself' on this anniversary date?


  
  
John's weekend getaway hunting cabin


  The sudden pain of the 'tear' cause his eyes to 'tear' and a teardrop accidentally fell directly on the cut. He had once before wondered at the irony of that, that tears accompanied his unique healing process. He had wondered if that was the enormous price he had to pay. Nothing was free. He had to pay with an emotional ticket. The conductor on this time train made sure he bought his First Class ticket and the cost was emotional pain, as evidenced by the tears. He almost gave into memory, self pity.


  

"I have outlasted all desire,
My dreams and I have grown apart;
My grief alone is left entire,
The gleanings of an empty heart.
Little consolation in being right;
your faith has vanished in the night.
The gods recede from your sight
and leave you with cold insight."


--
I Have Outlasted All Desire (1821)
By Alexander Pushkin,
Translation by Babette Deutsch

  


  "I have nothing to be sad about."


  He winced, not at the pain, but the knowledge of knowing himself, that carelessness with safety was always an indication that he was sick or psychologically upset.


  The rabbit roasted on his fire place along with a pot of savory vegetables. He loved the South American potato and tomato, relatively new to him. Carrots! Ah! He was in culinary heaven. A little salt, some pepper.


  For company, a CD played music as he worked. No one who might have heard this rare music would have recognized the piece.


  Now the damn lugubrious music depressed him; it made things worse and he felt like a spoiled little kid.


  The sun started down and except for the music, he ate alone. This was his day, a bad anniversary. He had several such, not absolutely sure of the date, for the calendar had been arbitrarily altered on several occasions over time. John made sure, damn sure, he was not giving into self pity. He just needed a day from time to time to reflect, energize, time out.


  He tried and succeeded in getting himself out of his bad funk. He perked up, bucked up. It was a good day, too. This was the beginning of his third year at the university and already he had taken leadership duties, temporary (at least) department head while Smith and his wife were away on sabbatical.


  He would go for an even dozen years here, perhaps. It looked like a very comfortable setting. He had made some very good friends in other departments and, already, the future loss of leaving them a decade hence, it already pained him at the loss.


  Every year now things would become more and more difficult at setting up a new persona as he disappeared from one fictitious life into the next. Technology was working against him. In the past he only had to locate a good forger or two, bribe a few officials. That is all there had been to it.


  Now, though! Now there were databases, history of events, a paper trail, IRS, Social Security. Fingerprinting files would eventually become a problem. He worried about DNA records. He would have to use international, less traceable origins. He did not yet want to begin laying out an exact identity, but for safety already had three spares, if necessary, due to an emergency, he could immediately drift over into.


  He had hated the idea of poverty as soon as the idea had become invented almost as much as he hated the idea of religion which had already been in existence when he had been born. But his Master, The Buddha, had told John (while both laughed at the joke of it) that if you did insist that there was such a thing as 'sin', religion itself was one item that certainly qualified for that role. In later years he reflected it was like government -- not too much, but mankind did need a little.  


  Money? For the last couple of centuries money had not been a problem. He had embraced the various stock and bond investments and kept going several million dollars in each personality. He had hated the idea of poverty as soon as the idea had become invented and now kept a huge cash reserve in case of war, economic collapse, Nazis, Communists, anything. He had the ultimate bugout bag.


  The rabbit's head had been ruined by his rock missile and he had to laugh at something: lately he had been taken backwards in his thinking to the old ways of thinking about things. That rabbit was a symbol of paradigm shift, put forth by Thomas Kuhn.


  
duck looking left 

  
 rabbit looking right




  He said new ways of looking at things occurred occasionally and that new way of thinking changed the whole world. Earthquakes merely shake the Earth, but paradigm shifts shake mankind.


  Is it a rabbit or is it a duck? Kuhn observed that, depending on how your culture looked at things, you saw either a rabbit or a duck. John felt like a weird duck and his also felt like a chased rabbit.


  
  
  
  Our thinking is the product of the times.

  


  
Peer-thinking is (sometimes, not always) poor-thinking.

  


  
The Buddha's method to escape endless cycles of poor-thinking even offers an exit from this kind of peer-thinking, a way to see the universe in a truly objective way.



  John was in the habit now of keeping his antennae out for a new Kuhnsian paradigm shift, something 'in his face' or perhaps something quite nonobvious. He had shifted his thoughts, time and time again, more times than anyone else alive, away from accepted wisdom. What item or items that 'everybody' wholeheartedly believed in would be displaced with a new and better world-view? Could something displace electricity? Speech? Writing? The Gods? Death?


  He finished the rabbit, ate most of it, it was so good, and put its remains and the extra cooked vegetables into the freezer of his fridge. There were a few beers and he took one. It had gotten almost dark and he put another log on the fire to ward off the chill. It was downright cold now up in the mountains here and he stared into the fire, the same fire he had stared into fourteen thousand years ago. He looked at his thumb, already nicely sealed, healed, only a slight seam showing. The seam would be gone by tomorrow.


  That reminded him and he got out a pocket mirror and felt inside his mouth as he looked. A couple of his teeth in back were wearing down from age. They were flat from use, not from anything as common as cavities, just abrasion, a normal wear pattern.


  He reluctantly got out his pliers, abandoned these for the better idea -- channel locks. He always hated doing this sort of thing, this self-dentistry, due to the pain. But he would not get another chance for a few more months into the semester. Besides, these were in the back and no one could see them.


  He braced himself for the pain and locked down the vice grip very hard on the molar. With experience over the years he knew exactly how much to rock and with which how much pressure.


  On occasion in the past he had accidentally broken a root and there was a painful mess! These teeth he pulled had two roots, a bit harder to extract. The first came out a bloody mess and it hurt like hell. The second one was easy due to additional room and it hurt, too, but pain now held a different level of attention for him. So much pain, so many years, so much time. His eyes watered over and he wiped them with his sleeve.


  He had a different relationship with pain. It was not a friend, not a foe, not necessarily a death partner, just a sidekick, sometimes useful, sometimes not. Pain was just a 'signal', the very thing his mentor The Buddha had taught him.


  But so was pleasure just merely a signal and that was always harder to remember. He recalled how The Buddha had laughed at both, with both.


  "I am not yet there, Master, not yet with you on the pleasure thing." He almost heard his former Master lightly intone, "Fourteen thousand years? You are a slow learner, Pupil. But I have faith in you."


  Indeed, the Buddha did have faith in John, his BEST disciple, the hardest worker. John could temporarily slow his own heart beat, heat up or cool his body temperature. John was able to march without water, without air, without pleasure or pain. His endurance and his concentration was (except for the Buddha) unparalleled on Earth.


  He cleaned his mouth of the blood. Now his jaw throbbed but that would go away in a few minutes. By tomorrow there would be nubs. By Monday the new molars would be too small, but, hey, they were molars, way back in the jaw and he did not plan on opening his mouth wide to laugh or yawn. By next week there would be no evidence of mischief.


  He got another beer, now a little bit expended at the exertion, the emotional drain of pain. He knew he would be hungry again when the pain subsided. Hunger always accompanied any kind of self repair pain.


  
        
THE THUNDERBOLT


  The new secretary was pretty. He felt a pang of guilt. So far, this go around, he had avoided women. Occasionally, he did not get married, sometimes going a decade as a celibate man. Occasionally, in past centuries, he masqueraded as a priest and, then, this self-imposed celibacy was supposedly an asset to his cover, or, at least you would think so.


  People were always watching a priest for lapses into sexual activity, too, but by being celibate entirely he stood out more so for many of them were homosexual. There were pedophiles, too, of course, but some of them, very few in number, had no drives in this area -- and that attribute was a contributing asset that led them into the clergy, that they had no sex drive. And he disliked masquerading as a neuter person more than as a homosexual.


  Still, he was a more than patient man and did not need to be fulfilled all the time. It was the religious/philosophical training he had from time to time over the centuries taken. Taken? In some cases he had developed these philosophies, at least in part.


  The third beer was kicking in and he got another. His teeth no longer hurt, but he still got another. He wondered at the alcohol. It affected him, as far as he could tell, just like anyone else.


  Several thousand years ago he had developed a pair of worries about alcohol. Many people thought a spirit 'entered' your body when you drank it. The Arabs named it, 'al' 'kohol', 'the spirit'. But that was not his fear.


  The first fear was that the alcohol might permanently impair his intelligence. After a few centuries of self analysis he concluded that it probably did not, that his self renewal included the part of his makeup which housed thinking.


  For most of his life, like everyone else, John surmised that thoughts arose from the largest organ in the body, the liver, not the brain. He and everyone else had to shift their thinking, centering on the head, not the liver, for the origin of thoughts. And, of course, he had to laugh like hell at the joke of it, that alcohol (in most people) ruined brain AND liver.


  His second fear was that alcohol might erase his memories. Again, as far as he could tell, it did not. He DID lose memories. Of that he was sure. He could hardly remember the faces of some of his wives, their names, the names of the towns he had lived in. John could hardly call up some of the many languages he had once fluently spoken.


  "It may be that memory erodes from disuse," he concluded. His brief attempt now of face recollection brought his thoughts along those line back to the present.


  The new secretary. That was funny. So into history, archeology, anthropology. If she only knew! Her insight was good, too. He liked the way she looked when...


  Oldman realized what was happening and he suddenly felt sorry for the mortal girl. Quite often of late -- that is to say -- 'of late' signifying the last several centuries, he withdrew from female companionship because he (1) did not want to hurt them and (2) did not want to get hurt himself.


  During Sumerian and many other Levantine times he had availed himself of the temple prostitutes. Even then, he could not help growing close.


  Quite often, he went with the flow and took a wife. On several occasions, because he was never short on wealth, he had a substantial harem of wives and concubines. Occasionally, John lived like a king, sometimes actually was a king, but the ease that wealth brings, the luxury, never really attracted him as a strengthening agent. In fact, the original term 'com' (with) 'fort' (strengthening) eroded into a new meaning -- just plain old indolent, soft, luxury.


  
    
This is actually Enya's house


  After a decade with each woman or women he would have to leave and the hurting was inevitable, hurt for himself and hurt from him. More often than not he faked his own instant death rather than abandon his partners without explanation or resolution. Usually, that was a better exit.


  Going off to war was always a good one. Disappearance during a hunting trip was also a good exit. Today, things were more difficult.


  He laughed at a personal joke, that his life was the opposite of the Scheherazade story. The Sultan married a new wife every day, then, every night, killed that same wife so that he could marry another on the next day. In his case, he killed himself off once a decade. Usually, most always, he did so reluctantly, for almost in every case he just wanted to stay there, just wanted to enjoy that life.


  He did not envy their transience. He did not envy the ephemeral nature of inevitable death. He did not envy the human mayfly aspect of their time on Earth. To him, sometimes, their lives seemed only as a single day.


  He did envy their sense of completion, that there was a sort of purpose to life when it had an inevitable ending. He thought he lacked a sort of unstated camaraderie of transience. They were in a club of which he was not a member and could never join.


  His memory hit a nerve, thought of a former favorite wife, then another, then another. It was too much.


  Many, many lifetimes earlier he had occasionally encountered a kindred spirit, someone so special that the union must have been preordained by one of the Gods, perhaps a mischievous sprite. Centaurs had been accused of this and so had cherubs, Aphrodite, Cupid.


  Quite early in his life, when he was still not jaded, still impressionable, he had married a pure-blood Neanderthal woman, one of the last. Here he had found the perfect match made in heaven and never again had he been so in love, not just with his wife but now also with himself and life. It was for John the one and only time he had found heaven on Earth.


  
John's first wife, Eva, whom he married when the Neanderthal race was in decline. Their way of life was displaced by new residents from the South.


  Even the weather had cooperated during all those seasons and the frigid glaciers were standing attendants of this union. Game animals jumped onto his weapons, voluntarily impaling themselves. The birds sang in those seasons only for the pair of them. Her name had been Eva and he reflected that Eve was said to be the first woman and for him this was true. First, last, and always.


  
    
Despite good-natured character
their appearance was universally not well liked


  In those days, ordinary Cromagnon people who were in the majority unkindly called her minority Neanderthal group of people 'trolls' or worse. For the most part they were not well received, too gentle, too kind, too childlike. They were homely-looking and simple, excluded socially to the extent that they were eventually excluded from Earth.


  
      
You can't judge a book by its cover


  Many ordinary people (those in the majority, the Cromagnon) thought the Neanderthals were crude-looking, ugly. In fact, people resented them for they possessed many good qualities of character, but used their appearance as an excuse. Those two facts, the ugliness and the good heart, drove Cromagnons to exclude them, deride them, eventually exterminate them.


  He stayed with that wife faithfully for several decades, both of them requiring the hermit lifestyle. When she had died naturally of disease borne of advanced old age it had taken him three centuries to get out of his funk. He had barely functioned. Unbelievably, to this day, these many, many thousands of years later, John still mourned.


  It was during this time period, just after Eva's death, that John had truly developed his warfare skills and, when it was necessary, a sense of ruthlessness. A realization hit him about that, that she -- the gentlest of souls, by her passing -- had inadvertently led him into the Martial arts, a skill set that more than once had saved him from death.


  No matter how he rationalized it, it still hurt terribly. To lose the center of your universe, again and again, with no hope out of this dilemma, to be snared back into another dilemma again and again. He took another drink and the new girl he hired hovered before him.


  Art and an undergraduate date:



recreation, A+ grades, status, power, excuse, diversion, but not 'Honor' Role

William Katt as Art Jenkins; Alexis Thorpe as Linda Murphy


  He would have to tread cautiously even if half the sixty year old male faculty members drew constantly from a harem of twenty year old graduate students, an endless supply of them.


  He wondered at the naive parents. Were they looking the other way or did they somehow not know? How could they not know? Did they tell their friends, "I sent my eighteen year old daughter to State so she could fuck the Poli Sci prof." Certainly not, but there it was, all over the USA. Were those girls ruined? Probably not. Probably they got as good as they gave.


  The problem with John was he became emotionally involved instead of remaining emotionally detached and his Master had taught him the delicacies of relationship, that it was a treasure, not a trinket.


  One would normally conclude a situation such as his would numb him to emotional involvement, but it did not. Maybe it was not his unusual circumstances which caused this, he reflected, but maybe it was just him, just how he was constructed as a man.


  It bothered him no end that some people took kittens as pets then discarded them when they grew up. And, more or less, this is exactly what he was forced to do with women. He shared intimately the ins and outs of what we today know as PMS, but usually had not been able to remain with a partner through menopause.


  He had never ever experienced the camaraderie of both of them aging. Occasionally he stayed for years with one woman but could never fully participate in the process for the woman aged and he did not. For the most part he did not want the debilitation, the reduction of strength, endurance, of eyesight. And, of course, he hardly ever experienced illness. There was a poem, though, that haunted him, "The best is yet to be."


  "Grow old along with me! The best is yet to be, the last of life, for which the first was made. Our times are in his hand who saith, 'A whole I planned, youth shows but half; Trust God: See all, nor be afraid!"
 -- Rabbi Ben Ezra by Robert Browning


  Browning had examined a 'theistic paradox' put forth several centuries earlier by the good rabbi, that goodness should lie in the inevitability of its absence. And Eva was certainly absent and she certainly did lie in the ground.


  "For thence, -- a paradox which comforts while it mocks, -- Shall life succeed in that it seems to fail."
 -- Rabbi Ben Ezra by Robert Browning


  And this caused John many times to examine the idea that immortality by itself was meaningless as well as impractical, for if everyone were immortal the Earth would soon fill up and overflow with immortal humanity and there would be no need for reproduction. Without reproduction there could be no backdrop for evolution or change.


  The universe hinted at answers everywhere -- there was no such thing as a static thing. Yet the change in Eva's status as a living being, that she died, did not comfort him even in any cold intellectual way. People worshiped God who was static and immortal perhaps ONLY because he was immortal, not for any other reason. The other reasons may just be excuse. John smiled wryly from time to time that Christians worshiped Jesus, not knowing the true nature of his immortality.


  But neither did John know its source.


  Move in


  Sandy moved in. It was not too much of a move. In fact, her possessions were of so sparse a nature all she had was her single suitcase, the rolling duffel. There was another extra-large duffel Aunt Ruth would send by bus. She also had a backpack and after depositing her duffel she donned the backpack to explore the campus.


  
    one thousand square feet of history


  When she descended the stairs she looked into the two car garage and it was empty of cars. She assumed Oldman and his wife had gone away for the weekend prior the beginning of classes.


  Sandy would have to pass by Professor Oldman's house every time she left or entered her apartment. Her upstairs place forced her to traverse the driveway from garage to the sidewalk and his house was adjacent to the drive way. There was a light on, a single light, but it seemed more like a burglar alarm light than anything.


  The periphery of campus life was at full swing, beer joints, pizza, bands, coffee houses. There were lots of opportunities to dissipate time and money at any state college. Since the job seemed in the bag and since she did not know anybody except her hungover temp-roomie, Sandy decided to splurge on a pizza.


  There was an on campus place packed and noisy and she would not have normally gone in, but there was an empty outside table at the edge under a tree and the waiter was just cleaning it. "Do I gotta register inside with the front?"


  "Huh uh. Have a seat. Start with a drink?"


  She surprised herself and ordered a small pitcher and a 'supreme' pizza. Perfect! She got out her big phone and started to read. Except for not knowing anyone, this was perfect.


  Almost perfect. Despite all the good hookups today, the job, the apartment, the schedule, the thing that she missed most was the intellectually stimulating discussion she had with Oldman. It was awkward but she hoped to speak with him again as soon as possible.


  Chance hookup


  Oldman decided to go back to the city. The sun was almost down and he turned on the pickup truck's lights and descended the mountain road. The small city below him lit up, most of the lights being at the campus itself. At each hair pin turn the night lights and night life of the campus became less of an overview map and, finally, he was at street level.


  Maybe that was an appeal of the cabin, that he could look out over the city like a map, that he could see the whole of it in space all contained in his vision. Somehow the illusion of being able to see it all in space mollified him into a trick of thought that he could also see its entirety in time.


  He was hungry again. He noticed over the years when he had a nonroutine injury that somehow the recovery caused hunger to kick in. Maybe it really did take a lot of calories to regenerate.


  John had to force himself into the new, modern thinking patterns and old habit sometimes still kept him out of step. He still thought of phlogistron, aether, that heavier objects fall faster. Everybody used to think that when you looked at something that a 'ray' exited your eye and hit the object you were looking at; it was still surprising to John that the eye was just a passive receptor. Surely your thoughts 'colored' what the eye saw.


  As far as 'calories' went, he still found himself occasionally thinking of 'Caloric'. When he encountered a mouse, John sometimes still thought of Spontaneous Generation.


  

      God, The Big Bang, homunculi, time, space:


each concept its own infinite regress


  He had spent centuries trying to explain 'homunculi' within 'homunculi', ad infinitum. Occasionally he said hello to Zeus, still to this day, when it thundered.


  He translated knowledge into modern form: sometimes poorly, sometimes well. 'Earth, Air, Fire, and Water' now came out correctly as Solid, Liquid, Gas, and Energy, i.e., 'energy' and 'the three phase states of matter'. One could attribute the disparity to mere lack of vocabulary or concepts not yet well-expressed, but now he was no longer so certain.


  Some truth always got displaced by new ideas. Perhaps some things (most things, perhaps EVERYthing) would make way. If so, everything the people of today knew was wrong, wrong, wrong. If so, John was more prepared for it than anyone on Earth for he had once truly believed heavier stuff fell faster, that thoughts came from the liver, that capricious gods and goddesses vied for supremacy in the clouds. He had once 'known' the Earth was flat, that vision emanated FROM your eyes and targeted the object you were looking at.


  And these example were mere physics, just basic science! Who knows what all else mankind currently was getting wrong.


  By the time he got to campus all he thought about was food. He double checked himself for any blood, either from his cut thumb or the rabbit or his choppers. As far as he could tell, he passed muster.


  Oldman pulled into his driveway and used the remote to raise his garage door. As the 'Genie' name brand mechanism raised the door John intoned, "Black magic, indeed."


  He did not see a light on from his new tenant. Probably out carousing with new friends. That is what they did every semester, usually well into the semester, some all the way through the semester. Many of them caroused all four years, some all through life.


  He did not even go in to his house after lowering the garage door, but decided to walk to campus for chicken, burger, pizza, whatever looked good. He unknowingly took the same route as Sandy and, by chance, ended up at the corner overlooking the pizza place.


  At first he was not sure. But she was wearing the same clothes. Of that he was sure. Yes, it was her. Still, he did not want to intrude.


  He did not want to admit it that he had casually been looking for her. What a coincidence. What a fate, that people should be so in tune with natural urges. Somehow, he knew he would return to find her and he did. Humans were at the whim of some master planner of biological drives. Even him, especially him. He wondered if the girl, unconsciously, had placed herself here.


  No. He shook his head. That was too self centered a way of thinking and it could not be so. Sometimes fate, chance, made you think you were the plaything of Gods.


  It was a small table with two chairs and it may well have been, was probable, in fact, that her date was in the rest room. The thought about a possible date shot some fear into his veins for some reason. He was momentarily uncomfortable.


  Nevertheless, he approached. He walked close enough for anyone to look up but she was lost in her book.


  "Book any good?"


  Sandy looked up perplexed, momentarily lost to the passage she had been reading, then recognized Oldman and sincerely, appreciatively smiled.


  "Oh! Dr. Oldman, I didn't see you there. Have a seat." She set her book down and, without missing a beat, indicated the other chair.


  Oldman was grinning and sat down just as the waiter delivered the huge pizza. She almost turned him away for a delivery mistake. Sandy had not known that at this particular restaurant 'supreme' meant 'extremely large' and she was shocked at the size of the thing. The waiter set down the pitcher of dark beer and a single glass. "I'll bring another glass and plate."


  "I did not mean to interrupt your date," he began. He used that phraseology on purpose -- he was fishing, of course.


  "I'm my own date. Now that you are here, you are my date and I'm glad you came. You are just in time to rescue me. I did not know the pizza was so large. I thought I was getting one of those 'personal-sized' pizzas.


  "Well, I am starved, so much so you gotta let me pay."


  She shook her head and smiled. "What with the good deal on the apartment and the job, I can't let you pay."


  

  "Well, Dutch treat, then." He picked up a giant triangle of pizza before the waiter arrived and began to wolf it down, but he did not do so rudely. In fact, he began where they had left off.


  "I gotta get a copy of Kurtén's book. I read his other stuff, the fiction stories, Dance of the Tiger, The Mammoth Hunters. It's in direct contrast to that Lord of the Flies  stuff put out by Golding, The Inheritors.


  

  She recognized the titles. William Golding was best known for his Lord of the Flies story about the civilized British school boys, cast aways on a tropical island. They soon lost their upper crust English veneer of young gentlemen and reverted into savage gang behavior. Supposedly Golding thought this was mankind's natural state if one were not an Englishman. His other book, The Inheritors, told the story of the displacement of the Neanderthals by the Cromagnon.


  "Are you interested in the violence? The natural inclination of the kids to lose the finer aspects of civilization so quickly?"


  "No. Just the opposite. I'm interested in the finer aspects of civilization. I like to think the best of people. True, there is a lot of evil, but there is also a lot of good in both civilized man and so-called primitive man."


  "Here's a funny but very real true fact about scholarship -- the fiction stuff by Kurtén is considered nonscholarly -- so much fictional trash. The academic community is full of snobs and snobbery narrows their vision into tight corridors of thought. They cannot see, because they do not ever examine thoughts not arising from their own inbred enclaves. But here's the deal: a boatload of original thought -- the Kuhnsian Paradigm shifts -- occur due to an influx of thought from outside of the discipline in question. In this case, popular adventure literature."


  "Wow! Don't let them hear you say that, Dr. Oldman. You'll make enemies. Nothing like The Emperor's New Clothes."


  She felt at ease truly now, holding an intellectual conversation at college with a professor. It was perfect.


  "Pardon me for being personal, but you seem more mature than most freshmen. Are you...?" He trailed off.


  "I'm twenty-five, actually. You saw my resume? The Chick-Fil-A job? After I graduated from high school my mom got sick. Dad and I took care of her. I did not go off to college, but instead stayed home so I could be near. I stayed with her during the day while he was at work, then when he came home from work and took over, I went off on my own job."


  She smiled blankly and Oldman somehow knew that the disease had finally claimed her mother and Sandy could now begin her education.


  "How's your dad doing?"


  "He misses mom. He insisted, absolutely insisted, I now go off to school. He's good. I'm good, too." She smiled. "How about you? You seem to look younger than most professors."


  He smiled and nodded while devouring the pizza. "The school had an opening." He said this with humility. It was rarely seen that such a young fellow got to be department chairman. "It's temporary," he explained. "The real chairman, Dr. Smith, is in the Middle East. Back next year. He might retire; might not. They are seeing if I can handle the department. Dr. Smith and his wife Beth ran the department for forty years by themselves. I'm trying to fill their shoes."


  "Can you?"


  "Not without the help of a good secretary."


  Sandy knew there were three other faculty members in the History Department. Oldman's presence might have ruffled a few feathers and she worried about her role in the department. He must have thought along the lines of an explanation, too.


  "The two part-time history teachers are not interested in full-time teaching duties at all, much less the coordination and supervision that comes with department head duties. There is a full-time teacher, Dr. Edmond Jones, but, for some reason, Dr. Smith and his wife did not tap him." He paused, "Or, maybe they did and Jones turned it down. I don't know."


  He took a bite of pizza, then amplified, "Well, I gotta warn you -- just a little bit -- it may well be Jones was passed over for some reason or another and he might be miffed. Not a certainty, but quite possible."


  Sandy nodded at the forewarning, that Jones might resent Oldman and, through him, now her.


  "Are you saying I might be dealing with some passive aggression?"


  "Could be. Never know. 'Forewarned is forearmed'. He was here seven years and probably thought he was next in line by seniority. Or, maybe I'm just worrying myself -- and now you -- about something that does not exist."


  A large black man with an Asian woman stopped at their table and interrupted. "John! I thought you went off to your cabin!"


  "I did. Back already. Short hunting trip. Say, Dan, meet the History Department's new secretary, Sandra Clark. Sandy, this is Sheila and Dan. Dan teaches archeology."


  

Dan at John's hunting cabin 

 Tony Dodd as Dan


  "Can we share your table?"


  Oldman nodded, getting up, and he quickly retrieved two spare chairs from adjoining tables. The waiter nodded at the request for an additional pizza and another pitcher, another large one.


  "What did you get, John?" asked the Asian woman. "Bambi?"


  "No, I got Thumper. That's why I'm still hungry."


  "Primitive man had no pizza. There, I feel sorry for our ancestors." He raised a glass. "To pizza!" Four glasses clinked.


  Oldman launched into business without prelude. "Where did you get them?"


  The Black professor smiled over the beer glass he was gulping. "I didn't" He took a slice of pizza and indicated his wife. "You see anything Oriental in them?"


  Oldman cocked his head, thinking. He knew Tony's wife was Japanese, but now he also thought the shaft bindings and fluting might be mainland China.


  "The wood is maybe a couple of centuries old. We can get that tested. It's not the rebinding that is my main interest. It is that someone reworked this perhaps a century or two or three ago. What for? To what purpose?"


  "From where? A collection, a museum?"


  Sheila spoke up and added depth to the mystery. "Well, Mao's dead and gone. China is now doing paleontology and archeology full steam, but you know and I know what's cooking with them?"


  new, better Chinese Jesus


  Oldman nodded and intoned, "Homo Erectus".


  

statue in China of Homo Erectus revered as ultimate (and superior) Chinese ancestor -- the modern-day, updated version of Chinese 'ancestor worship'


  Sandy knew something of the reference, but Oldman amplified it for her benefit. "Imagine the fervor of a Fundamental Southern Baptist in the Bible Belt and you will have something on par of how the Chinese today feel reverence toward the Peking Man. They believe the ancestor of all Chinese is different from the ancestor of all other humanity on Earth. They think language, fire, the bow and arrow, spears, atlatls, arrow heads were all invented by their ancestors, then through natural dispersion were picked up later by all other humanity. Of course, they got compass and gun powder already -- and probably writing -- but all that stuff is much, much later."


  "'Ancestor Worship'?" asked Sandy.


  
According to present-day Chinese, the Peking Man invented fire, chop sticks, and The Spratley Islands. 

 Desire for world dominance by China does not take second seat to Islam's quest for world-wide caliphate, nor to world-wide Christianity by the Pope.


  "Ancestor worship squared. And the whole idea of ancestor worship is scary, because it leads to a sense of entitlement -- you know, My ancestor is better than Your ancestor, therefore, you are inferior.


  

One small chopstick for a man...


...one giant chopstick for mankind


  "But there is certainly a mystery there. And it's an old mystery, too old to investigate. Older than the Neanderthal disappearance mystery and no one has a definitive answer to that one, either."


  Sheila spoke up. "They are both mysteries in their own right and probably not related in the least. But still, we keep finding stuff and we keeping trying to interpret correctly the evidence that we find. The Chinese are hanging on to a cultural myth and it might obscure new discoveries in China."


  Her husband spoke up. "We're gonna go there if we get the grant."


  John nodded.


  Sandy asked Sheila, "Are you from China?"


  "Huh uh. Actually, I'm Japanese. But Dan and I are both learning Chinese." She demonstrated by speaking a sentence.


  Oldman surprised them by responding with a Chinese sentence himself. Sheila blinked, first surprised that Oldman knew Chinese, had correctly responded and amplified her sentence, and lastly, she had to search her own lately-learned Chinese -- still at the student level -- to be able to understand what Oldman had just said.


  "John! I didn't know you know Chinese. Wow! I was surprised when I discovered you could read Latin."


  Oldman nodded and gulped his drink. He was not showing off. She would have been surprised how hard he worked NOT to show off.


  Finger Prints


  Barringer and Campbell were taking it easy for a few days, more or less recharging. It is not that they had nothing to do. It is that they had too much to do and just needed to get away from it.


  But work crept back in. One of them always rose to the occasion. Campbell handed over a sheet, a blow up of a finger print.


  Barringer put down his drink on the side of the lawn chair. He was bored of the resort anyway and was glad to get back to work.


  "So? Left thumb."


  Standard protocol now kicked in and Campbell reverted to Yoda.


  "The date so unusual now is," explained Campbell.


  He handed Barringer a second sheet. "It's a match, a no kidding match, not just a close coincidence. It's nearly the same print."


  The print date of the second sheet was from the 90's.


  Barringer responded dismissively, downplayed the astonishing find as a joke.


  "It's only eighty years. No biggy. What else you got? You said 'nearly'. What do you mean, 'nearly'?"


  "From the department now we are bothered by. An illuminati investigator plagues them now he does, a weird-ass he is." He kept the mystery going and did not answer the 'nearly' question.


  

  Barringer rolled his eyes. "YouTube guy? Giorgio Tsoukalos?" Barringer held his hands in the well-know gesture and said, "Therefore, aliens!"


  "Huh Uh. Holding an invisible watermelon does not validate your argument. Obscure guy. Doesn't publish or anything."


  
      
Well, he may not know, but I do...

 ...just send money!


  What's his angle then, if not money or fame?"


  "Just an academic person trying to dig into history. We need to go see the guy. Little college."


  "I had a little college. Half a semester, until getting drafted."  


  They packed up their vacation suitcases and checked out.


  
        
I don't know either, but send me money, too, and my invisible watermelon is bigger.



  On the drive there Campbell showed off his college knowledge of Latin. "What is it called when there is a shitty time sequence, items out of sync in time?"


  Barringer was driving and he shook his head.


  
          
If you will make that (financial) pledge, God will heal your heart tonight. My invisible watermelon is green.



  "It is called a nonsequiturd."


  "Do you mind elaborating on the 'nearly'?"


  "Oh. That. Well, you see, identical twins DO NOT have exactly the same finger prints. As it happens, there are a few teeny-tiny variations. Maybe it's caused by ripply sloshing of amniotic fluid or something. The DNA is exactamundo, but the nurture/nature thing kicks in."


  "So we're talking twins?"


  "Oh, I didn't say that."


  He paused and they drove for a while in silence and he added, "I didn't say 'clone', either."


  Modern historical analysis


  Barringer and Campbell did not bother checking in at the university's main building. Instead, they parked their rental car curbside and decided to ask passersby for directions.


  "Way small campus. Parking places to burn."


  Already Campbell liked the place. It had a slow pace and hearkened to an earlier era, a slower pace. The coeds were magnetic. He looked at the young men and commented, "Are we that handsome yet?"


  "I looked the place up -- not even a football team -- except intramural."


  The history building was not far and by the time they reached it both Campbell and Barringer were caught up in the languid pace of the campus and each began to remember his own youth, the innocence, the optimism, the quest for knowledge that this atmosphere offered. It was the slowness of the pace here that acted as a time machine.


  "I feel like it's the fifties or something," observed Campbell.


  "Oh, look! The frosh has a Post 'Versalog' slide-rule."


  "Poodle skirts and Bobbie socks, there are," put in Yoda.


  A pretty young woman sat at the history department's ante-office's desk.


  "Hi. Any chance Dr. Edmond Jones might be in?" asked Campbell.


  Sandy looked up and thought the two men might be salesmen. Somehow they did not look like visiting professors from another school and they certainly were too old -- in their forties? -- to be students.


  The men were dressed semiformally. Both had neckties, one in full suit, the other in khakis and blazer. She did not see their pistols under the jackets and just thought they looked nice.


  Sandy nodded and said, "Today is first day of the semester and Dr. Jones's first class starts tomorrow and he isn't here today, but the department head is here." It was Monday and she glanced at the wall clock and Oldman's teaching schedule taped to her desk monitor.


  "Dr. Oldman's in class. He'll be done in three minutes and will probably return to his office." Her eyes indicated the adjoining room beyond her desk.


  Barringer nodded and asked, "Since we do not have an appointment, would it be okay if we waited?"


  "Sure. Coffee machine out in the hall, around the corner, if you like."


  Campbell sat in one of the chairs while Barringer tanked up, bringing back one coffee and two soft drink bottles in his blazer pockets. He handed them out and sat down to wait.


  The hallway suddenly became busy as class let out and students started entering, asking Sandy for schedule changes, directions, advice. Eventually, a middle-aged man carrying a briefcase entered. He, too, wore a blazer and tie, in his case, clothes to mark his authority and maturity and expertise, not to conceal a weapon. A slight smile of busy contentment filled his face and his busy stride indicated purpose.


  "Good morning, Sandy," he began and, without pausing, began to enter his office.


  Sandy already had a half dozen phone messages to run by him, but he waved her off when she began to ask his input. He paused midstride and spoke to her.


  "Schedule changes -- all of those are your call. Routine stuff -- you take care of all of it. Use your judgment and do what's right."


  While he stood there she quickly turned to Barringer and asked, "Are you two salesmen?"


  Barringer shook his head and by way of answer held up a sheet of paper. It was a color printout of a photograph of a Greek vase.


  Oldman took in the picture in a glance and said, "Come on in." He indicated his office with his eyes and a hand gesture and led them in.


  Barringer set his briefcase down on the floor and he stood while Campbell sat in the single chair available next to Oldman's desk. The way they did this, so casually, belied their defensive training. The seated Campbell shifted as he sat, pistol but a moment away. Similarly, Barringer would cover the door and also back up his partner. "We only look like salesmen," he thought.


  "The vase! I had almost forgotten about Edmond's inquiry. Did you match up any prints?"


  Campbell laid the color sheet on Oldman's desk and nodded. He opened his case and got out more paper. The blowup of the thumb print on the vase was followed by another.


  Passed over


  Edmond Jones was a historian's historian. He did real, no kidding history work. He used his teaching time wisely and got students, when possible, to do a lot of the leg work for him. Most of faculty knew him as a dedicated hard worker and he had no problems with the students, either.


  The guy was not a 'popular' teacher but he had no real complaints. Actually, he was a sort of nonentity.


  In his field of work, though, he was well-known and had published a raft of papers. His name was out there sufficiently well that one had to wonder why he stayed at such a small university, one that was barely on the academic map, one that was certainly off-grid the scholarly map.


  At first he felt burned that Smith had offered department head to John, but then later reflected on it. Paperwork. More paperwork. Scheduling head aches. Reports. He did not actually want any of it, but he decided to watch how Oldman handled this additional load.


  He figured it out very quickly. Oldman did not take on ANY additional load. Instead of hiring two or three part time students, he combined all the part time jobs into one full time position, then loaded ALL of the department work onto the secretary. Why had he not thought of that?


  Slyly, Jones watched for any evidence of hanky panky. So far, no go. Oldman, as far as Jones could tell, was squeaky clean. Jones grimaced at the thought of the other teachers, several of them, MOST of them, having graduate student girl friends, some blatantly going after sophomores, juniors.


  Prints and printouts


  "Well, it could have been a mistake. Procedural problems in the FBI files are not unheard of. But here is the deal: we know the 'old' print is authentic. If so, how did the new print get laid down eighty years later?"


  "So, are you guys here because of the theft of the vase? In 1910?"


  "Actually, normally that is, we would not be pursuing a thief from 1910 because he would be, you know, WAY old or, more probably, dead. We are here because that sheds light on the unsolved crime from 1990 when the vase resurfaced to be sold on the black market. Either way, the crime is unsolved. Somehow, though, this weird-ass print problem has caused us to look into it."


  "So you want to know why Edmond contacted you guys?"


  "Yeah. If you don't mind, we were wondering how you guys came to be interested."


  "Okay. Well, the vase dates back to pre-Etruscan times. Etruscans were the people who were forerunners of the Romans. They were the ancestors of the Romans. They were there first and if you study the kinds of vases people made back then, the kinds of paints used, the clay used, the shape of the object, and the style of brushwork and the way people drew pictures..." He left off his drawn out sentence as he was directing their eyes across the features of the vase as he pointed to the various features.


  Barringer did not make connection to the stuff being pointed out.


  "And?"


  "And it's wrongly dated."


  "Aha! I gotcha! So this is NOT the 1910 vase. It's a COPY of it and was made way later and it is a contemporary of 1990."


  Oldman shook his head. "I had it dated by our physics department. They have radioactive methods and also use carbon 14. There are some new techniques and the dating precision with each year that passes gets more and more accurate."


  "So how old is it? When did the Etruscan guys live?"


  "Well, the Romans date from AFTER the Etruscans and you can go back to when they told the myth of Romulus and Remus, the brothers who were the founders of the city. For the sake of easy numbers, call it 400 BC."


  Campbell was not a patient man. "And this one is...?"


  "The Etruscans lived in Italy from 800 BC up until the time they were replaced by the Romans, so normally this vase would be somewhere in that range. If it is a fake -- any time after, up to and including 1990."


  John went on. "Physics guys gave a date and I called them on it and they did the test again. Same figure. Third time, same figure. I stepped in and explained need for certainty and they explained their testing procedure in detail, overly great detail. Same figure."


  "Which is...?"


  "Fourteen-thousand years. You are looking at not only the oldest vase ever found, but one evidently thrown on a potter's wheel, of the Etruscan style, paint, painting style. This is a vase with many mysteries."


  "But there had been a real theft in 1910?"


  "A real theft. It's in the literature. Well documented. The 1990 emergence of this lost vase is NOT unusual. There is a whole industry of forgeries of missing, stolen, or lost antiquities. A boatload of items in prominent museums are fake and everyone knows it."


  "So why did you lift the prints and send them to us?"


  Oldman shugged. "Just a hunch. I mean, isn't that what you guys do when you recover an item? Take prints?"


  "But you didn't know about the 1910 archive print did you?"


  Oldman shook his head. "Had no idea. Of course, it's possible that the old print just stayed on the vase intact until 1990. Unlikely, but still possible."


  Barringer let it hang silent in the room for a second, then asked, "Just for grins, can we take your prints? Might clear up what is just a clerical screw up."


  Oldman nodded and they had a portable fingerprint kit at the ready. Campbell put Oldman's print next to the unknown and looked from one to the other. They were not the same.


  "Someone else had his thumb on this, but the same guy's print was in the archives in 1910."


  "That's curious," commented Oldman. "You've got that old 1910 print in the archives, but you're saying the FBI cannot match the print with any particular crime?"


  "It's a mess, all right. There was probably some kind of crime involved, but we cannot correlate it to anything."


  "Except that we know the vase was stolen in 1910?"


  Campbell nodded. "That's all we got."


  Shook to the core


  Oldman did not know what to think. Was there somebody else out there like him, another immortal person? He had thought so more than once in his life, had actually spoken to another such as himself. They planned on staying in touch, but did not. Oldman felt the man was a kindred spirit as having the same affliction, but was not a kindred spirit in the sense of being a fellow traveler. They had not hit it off.


  Spooking the Spooks


  Campbell spoke first. They were in the rental car leaving the college, back to the little airport.


  "He is shining us. The print stuff: that's bad enough, but now this old vase..."


  Barringer sat in the passenger seat while Campbell drove. He studied the papers John had given them from the physics department. They were, more or less, the same results, showing the age of the vase, differing only in date times of the test, but corroborating date times of the vase.


  "Exactly," answered Barringer. "So you do not buy his explanation that the thumb print accidentally led to the atomic vase dating?"


  "Of course not. No way." He lit a smoke while at the wheel.


  "You think he wanted to bring us in, then?" asked Barringer.


  "Yup." Campbell nodded, rolled down the driver window and blew out more smoke. "He needs our help, but has not told us why. He has his old damn relic. I think he knows whose thumb that is."


  "Maybe he wants us to find the guy."


  "Okay. Let's find him, Scully."


  "I am Fox Mulder. You are Dana Scully."


  "Whatever. But this is definitely like 'The X-Files'."


  "I am no art historian but would like to find out more if the style of the vase, its technology of production and the paint technique really does date from Etruscan times or if the art and materials and so forth could have come from cave men."


  "So you are saying...?"


  "...that we should either ask (a) an Etruscan or (b) a caveman."


  "Neither of which is available, 'cause they're all dead."


  "How about the museum route?"


  "Museum it is."


  "What is it called when a felon has a false memory of his crime and forgets to cover his tracks?"


  "You mean like a deja vu?"


  "It is that he forgot to cover a mistake. It is a 'deja boo-boo'".


  Physics lecture


  Oldman did have the patience to learn physics, it is just that now he felt he did not have the time. In these circumstances he just asked the physics professor.


  "Can we send instantaneous messages? Faster than light?"


  "Believe it or not, it is theoretically possible with 'entanglement'. I shoot off subatomic particles as matching pairs, one of which has characteristic '+' and the other characteristic '-'. If I look at the first one and if it is '-' that forces the other one to be '+', but if I look at the first one and if it is '+' that forces the other one to be '-'. Now remember the one I look at is here in the 'transmission room'. The entangled second particle that you look at is on Alpha Centauri, four light years away. But also remember that subatomic particle transmission is instantaneous, not limited to mere light speed.


  "The code we use is that if I want to send you '+' and you get '+' we go onto the next letter immediately. But if I want to send you '+' and you got '-' then I delay a hundredth of a second to denote that it was a '+' I meant."


  "Got it. How far can we send the signal?"


  "Theory says no limit."


  "Okay. Now I understand that particles can travel backwards in time. Tachyons?"


  "That's right. Theoretically, in this manner, you could send information backwards or forwards in time, assuming there was a particle detector at the receiving end and assuming the guy you are talking to knew the delay code."


  "Well, I now know how to build a detector. Could I just build one and wait to see if I got a message from the future?"


  "Be my guest, but you might miss dinner and you might wait a long, long time. It's like SETI. You might wait forever."


  "What if I waited for myself?"


  "That would actually work except for one thing."


  "Which is...?"


  "That tachyons are theoretical."


  The Good Smell of Old Paperbacks


  Sandy decided to put some of her meager possessions into the hidden 'back closet', the one in which she had found the atlatls. She deposited rolls of paper towels, laundry soap and such things and came upon some cardboard boxes and Rubbermaid tubs.


  

  Inside were a stack of paperback books, but none of them dealt with history or, in fact, anything scholarly. They looked liked popular science fiction. Some of them were a generation or more ago, based on the 10 cents and 25 cents prices of them. They were old but well preserved. One was The Immortals by James Gunn. The back of the book gave a synopsis. Inexplicably, an immortal man's blood keeps him young. When humanity finds out about its restorative powers he is hunted like a fugitive.


  

  Another was The Boat of a Million Years by Poul Anderson. Same story, but this time with a handful of similarly gifted individuals -- one, an American Indian, another from the Mediterranean area, a lady from Japan. Over the centuries they find each other. Apparently, they build an interstellar space craft and leave the Earth.


  

  A third caught her eye because her dad was a Vietnam vet -- Casca the Mercenary by Barry Sadler. She remembered that Sadler catapulted into fame by writing (and later singing) The Ballad of the Green Berets. Her dad told how Sadler had appeared in full uniform on Sunday night TV, The Ed Sullivan Show.


  After retiring from the military and song writing, Sadler developed a third career as a writer and that is what triggered Sandy's memory. Her dad had a stack of the Casca paperbacks, a series of adventure stories Sadler wrote, about a Roman soldier at Christ's execution. The Centurion had been punished/rewarded with unlimited life 'until the Second Coming'. The books in the series were his adventures as an immortal soldier through the ages of history right up to the present.


  She now connected this topic to the other two books and gave them a second evaluation. Sure enough. Both of them, too, dealt with immortality.


  She dug into the other books in the stack and several others also dealt with the same theme.


  Perhaps they did not even belong to Oldman. Maybe the former occupant owned these. She corrected herself. Oldman was the former occupant. He had lived here two years until Dr. Smith and his wife went on sabbatical.


  She had already seen her dad's Casca books and knew their content from years before. She took Gunn's and Anderson's books to put on her night table.


  

  Digging still deeper into the pile she noticed most of the books had the same immortality theme. There was another science fiction title, Methuselah's Children by Robert Heinlein. Sandy had actually read that book in Junior High. A lawyer in the early eighteen-hundreds approaches a guy and says if he will marry 'this' girl and have children with her he will get this whopping big check. After a few generations kids being born to these families experience extremely long lives. The families are hounded by society and they escape the Earth to find a new home among the stars on another planet.


  She had heard of that author before and searched her memory if she had read any of his other books. The paperback's back cover had a list and she recognized a pair or more of titles she thought she had read. She added this volume to her night table stack to refresh her memory of it from Junior High.


  

You got old on me, Estelle 


Kevin McCarthy as Prof. Walter Jameson, the immortal history teacher & Estelle Winwood as  Laurette Bowen, his former wife


  There was an old VHS tape, a group of episodes from the original black and white Twilight Zone series of 1960. She more-or-less knew those stories and perused the episode list of this tape. She was skimming the list of contents, not exactly sure if she were right. She thought it would jump out at her.


  Sure enough. One in the list was the story Long Live Walter Jameson by Charles Beaumont about the nonaging college history professor who was visited by his former girl friend, now in her eighties, played by Estelle Winwood. In a rage, she shoots him and his body ages instantly and turns into dust. There was a scene in the episode showing a black and white Brady Civil War photo of the professor in a Union uniform.


  
  Kevin McCarthy also starred in the 1956 Invasion of the Body Snatchers, furthermore had a walk-on in the 1978 remake.
  

Furthermore, bizarrely, the actor McCarthy died 9/11/2010 and the Civil War Mathew Brady photo was dated 9/11/1864. 
    

  


    Kevin McCarthy starred in The Twilight Zone Movie remake of Jerome Bixby's It's a Good Life about an immortal, evil, omnipotent kid.


  One second after recognizing and remembering this episode, Sandy made the chilling connection between fiction and reality. Did her new employer think it strange that his preoccupation with immortality was not just mirrored by the video, but had exactly picked the same occupation. But then she reflected. A history teacher job was not just ironic but also fitting.


  
     
 Damn! 
Kirk always gets the girl! 


James Daly as Flint 





  There was a DVD, a Star Trek, also from the Sixties. She knew those, too. This was the original show, the one from '66 to '69. Although it was canceled after only three years it had such a following that it was reincarnated several times.


  The DVD did, indeed, list Requiem for Methuselah, Jerome Bixby's story about Kirk, Bones, and Spock meeting Flint, a 6000 year old expatriate Earthman on another planet. He had lived so long that he had mastered many areas of endeavor, had grown god-like in powers.


  

      I was, sort of, dating Flint.


Yeah, but I always get the girl.



Louise Sorel as Rayna Kapec 

"Kapec" is an anagram of Capek; Karel Čapek invented the word "robot"




  But, because of his vast intellect and extreme age he felt lonely and had left the Earth. He had just 'built' the perfect android female companion. Naturally, the girl fell for Captain Kirk.


  
That's MY woman, Kirk!


Spock, tell Flint I always get the girl.


   Sandy remembered that show very well. For some reason it made an impact on her, especially when she recognized that the author Bixby had given the robot lady the name "Kapec", an anagram of Capek; the author Karel Čapek invented the word "robot". Furthermore, this Star Trek episode was a retelling of Forbidden Planet,
 which, in turn was a 'remake' of Shakespeare's The Tempest.


  Truly, there was no end to these kinds of stories.


  Oldman -- or whoever had put together this collection -- was certainly obsessed with aging, death, immortality.


  Sandy resolved to revisit this closet and examine the other boxes later. For now she left with the impression that Oldman was not so much interested in science fiction, per se, but just this one topic, a subset of the genre.


  Perhaps the subject of time and an ability to live for generations along its stream went hand in hand with Oldman's interest in history. Maybe he fantasized about what life was really like in Imperial Rome, in Cleopatra's Egypt, for a Neanderthal. It was even possible these were books left over from his  teenage years.


       
How near?
Vernor Vinge says 2030

Ray Kurzweil says 2045


  She dug to the bottom of the box and there were still yet others, but these were not fiction. She found Ray Kurzweil's books about what he referred to as 'The Singularity', a point in time in the future when it might be possible for humans to develop immortality through technology. There were three of them: The Age of Intelligent Machines, The Age of Spiritual Machines, and The Singularity is Near.


  A disturbing book was a tract from the weird Moonie-like Canadian 'cloning cult'. They called themselves The Raelians. It frightened her Oldman even had such a book. It was like finding The Protocols of the Elders of Zion on your sweet Aunt Martha's book shelf.


  
      We're immortal Canadians, eh?



Not so nuts after all, eh?


  But now, instead of dismissing them, she reevaluated them in light of cloning, stem cells, 3D printers. A mere two decades later the totally-nutty group no longer appeared so crazy, just ahead of the times. Perhaps The Singularity would occur in Canadian Tire.


  Sandy had seen pictures of the cloned ears, the mouse arm. She had heard of the cancer patient with a printed trachea. Kidneys and whole bodies were around the corner.


  

  She found even more books, most of them seemingly with the same theme. This one, too, The Far Arena by Richard Ben Sapir she had read in high school.


  The richest, most famous gladiator of all time is banished by the emperor of Rome, not only banished, but his name is stricken from every record, his property seized, his employees killed. His punishment is to be cast out, ostracized, marooned naked in the cold snows of Northern Europe's blizzards. Just before being cast off, a druid priest gives the ill-fated prisoner a draught of some remedy which acts not only as an antifreeze, but also provides suspended animation for two thousand years.


  A petroleum exploration team picks him up and revives him, not knowing the length of time he has been marooned. When he does not seem to understand any known language, they provide him with a general purpose linguist, a young, beautiful Latin teacher, a nun from a nearby convent.


  She brings him into modern times and, through recollection, he brings her (and the reader, as though via a time machine) to the world of Imperial Rome. Through this fiction vehicle the author shows the present day world to the reader through new eyes and it is a revelation how the old paradigms saw present day life.


  Sandy frowned a little, disturbed by the contents of this box. Entertainment? A common theme running through them all. Not EVERY such book. She did not see Rip Van Winkle by Washington Irving, for instance. She rummaged some more and got a chill -- there it was!


  She once knew a kid who fantasized about a deserted world. He liked all those kinds of stories and movies. Alien attack. World-wide disease. Same sort of alienated theme work. Last man of Earth stuff. The psychologists would say the now-grown kid had turned to an apt career choice as a lonely, hermit-like forest-fire ranger, stuck all day in a people-less tower. A well-compensated neurosis.


  Was Oldman doing that? Compensating for his neurosis through teaching history?


  A small, pudknocker college-life


  Yes, the college was small, but it had a vitality lacking in most of the major universities. That is why John picked the place.


  He crossed the quadrangle to the Biology Building. Yes, the place was that small. Only the single building. Worse than that, the century-old structure had originally been known as the Science Building and its main door was still so labeled.


  John remembered funding the place anonymously 174 years ago and had been present when this building had been dedicated. His trust still maintained and funded the school and he still maintained his trust in education and scholarship. He controlled funding to several such institutions in the USA and cycled himself every few decades from one to another.


  It was hilarious if anyone had known that a mere history professor on staff, youngish, was a major benefactor of the entire college. Worse yet, John had in the past worked at universities he had underwritten, but not as a professor, not as a lecturer, but as a janitor, as a handyman.


  This was actually not uncommon in astronomy. A boatload of discoveries in that discipline had been made not by lofty, vain professors but by diligent low-level workers. He had investigated the individuals when encountering all such stories, for he wondered if others such as himself were abroad in the world. Nor was he the first to have such a thought, for Isaac Asimov echoed the same idea in his story Does a Bee Care?, about a long-lived alien marooned on Earth who (while in the background, toiling at menial jobs) secretly directed all human technological progress just so that he might escape back into outer space. The idea is that the alien (and bees) pollinate flowers at random, not knowing the greater purpose to the flowers they serve.


  John thought more than once that if he were to really act true to his wish to be left alone, he would have also left off being a holy man. "I should have stayed a pig farmer," he thought.


  

  John felt guilty as hell, as guilty as one could possibly ever be, in that indirectly, unintentionally, his historically confabulated persona had collected several billion followers. It was the wars and fear and evil from this that got to John and tore up his stomach. 


  He had read once that George Washington Carver had been at his own school when a white visitor had asked the Negro if he could carry his bag. Of course, Carver complied obediently, subserviently, and submissively only to have the guest find out much later that he had asked the mighty man to do menial work. It was a lesson, all right.


  But John was not trying to teach a lesson. Right now the universities and colleges were a way to learn and he was burning for knowledge about a few topics.


  He had loved the French Encyclopediasts, but, today, there was nothing yet written about on these new topics and John had to get others to do the research and the writing. His new and better encyclopedia was the internet. It was through the ancient university setting that he investigated the new. The architecture from brick and mortar and printed paper spanned to the new formless data in the cloud and John lived in the cloud.


  There had been an elevator put in but John was more used to the stairs and bounded up them to the second floor.


  It was almost 2 pm and Harry was set up and waiting for him.


  "You ready, John?"


  He nodded from the doorway and entered the bio lab. Harry was cross-discipline -- part bio, part physics, part neuro phys. In all ways a Renaissance man, a cutting-edge researcher, the true scientist.


  Here was a guy, the kind of guy John's foundation nurtured, who could make use of cross-discipline opportunity. There was the one and only anonymous grant from John and that is all that Harry needed. He did not spend every cent but spent every second wisely. It was John's ability to find such people as Harry that made research fly along at a faster rate at a small college than it did at a huge bureaucratic university. The universities were bogged down presently in a quagmire of useless constraints.


  To John the "scio" (knowing) part of science was new. For many centuries it had merely been an appeal to Aristotle. It had taken John (and every other human being on Earth) centuries to get to the point of thinking, "Don't ask authority -- they probably do not know. Find out for yourself."


  Without waiting, John donned a helmet from which depended a profusion of dongles, almost like the thrum hat worn like carpenters of old. He sat back in a reclining office chair and concentrated on calming himself down, clearing his thoughts, readying himself for the process of making a clear visual mental image.


  

Carpenter's thrum hat


  Harry stood before the array of computer equipment on the lab table and twiddled the dials, switches, rockers, meters, sliders in a way that looked to John like the old Fifties TV show Science Fiction Theatre.


  

1955-1957


  Harry was anonymously funded to study fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) and had in his hand real, no-kidding, honest-to-God ESP. It was visual only -- you visualize something and if your power of visualization, of concentration was good, a TV monitor showed on screen what you were thinking. To John it was like science fiction and if anyone had run the idea by him a few months ago he would have laughed and shook his head.


  The practical application was obviously to give sight back to the blind. But there were other less lofty usage, too. It might be used in a court room to show juries exactly what a witness had seen. Perhaps in the future a Steven Spielberg could 'think' a movie from beginning to end without actors, photographers, editors, sound men, foley artist. It might be possible to reach into the mind of an autistic child to help him out of his cell.


  "This time ought to work. I recalibrated. Also, we had one wire break."


  There was a monitor showing snow, black and white noise. It was uniformly random.


  "Go ahead. I'm ready." John relaxed into his chair, back of his head on the tall back rest. He did not slump, did not need to, his Buddhist training taking over.


  
fMRI mental images on computer monitor


  A week ago he tried to visualize a face for Harry, but it had been blurred beyond recognition. It wavered in and out of clarity and the proportions were wrong and sometimes it was not even in color. It was mostly just a wiggly blob. John did not have any kind of emotional connection to the face and the outcome was not clear. This led Harry to improve and filter the algorithm and he also thought about 'how' to visualize.


  

  memories blurred by time... 

duck looking left  

rabbit looking right 

...just another paradigm shift



  Harry had an inspiration about memory and they resolved for John to visualize an old memory, something from the past.


  "I know about long-term versus short-term memory storage, but I wonder if there is such a thing as 'deep memory'. If there is, it may be easier to visualize. Pick something of deep emotional significance to you."


  Harry did not know it but John had deep memories like no one else's. John had learned about the neurophysiology of memory from Harry, that the hippocampus, 'the librarian', was what allowed you to check out books from the main library of the brain. If the librarian felt like it, she could censor a book, and you could not check it out.


  If she thought the book was frivolous or you were not emotionally mature enough, she withheld that memory. There was a lot of stuff John could not remember easily, or well, or not at all. Harry was not a psychologist, but if he were he would have said that the hippocampus was 'protecting' him from a painful past.


  

  Harry would have been unnerved had he put a monitor on John's pulse, for the heart rate dipped to the low forties. His breathing, too, descended to almost nothing. Yet John's concentration focused. He concentrated on his visual memory, of the long-gone past, of a time very long ago, of a person, of a face.


  Accompanying John's image was a good emotional Fall day those many years ago. In his memory to help the image he also felt winter's chill, the cry of a bird, the sharp smell of pine trees, some lambs and fire. He also smelled his wife's hair and his mind was truly now in the past.


  Oh, she was so young, in her middle teens, so beautiful! Almost, almost, in front of Harry, a tear emerged from John's eyes. But Harry was most busy with his dials.


  He relaxed now and the monitor began to swirl with activity. Colors began to play across its surface, shapes, movement. Jagged lines softened into softer blurred demarcations and an image began to form.


  It was as though some artist began drawing a portrait, but did not use the techniques people use when wielding paints and brush. This artist had no compunction against abruptly erasing his entire canvas again and again. Each erasure was followed by an adjustment, an improvement, some slight alteration in proportion.


  A face took shape, at first blurred, not even recognizable as human, but later became a bland, generic representation of a portrait, three-quarter view, head and shoulders. The forehead, then the chin elongated then reduced. The face widened then narrowed. Briefly Harry thought of an application: what a perfect method to use instead of a policeman's sketch artist to find a missing person.


  

It was as though Eva had come back to life, but really she was still just a ghost from John's past, haunting him via technology.


  John stared at the monitor with Harry as he corrected features merely by willing the correction into channels of exactitude based on memory. The woman had dark blond hair, freckles. She changed from looking in her mid teens to old age, then back again into middle years.


  Harry furrowed his brows at the image, not at the changes, not at the clarity or vagueness. He looked at the facial features and frowned. The woman looked like ...


  Abruptly, the image stabilized and Harry now worked his joystick. He was able to rotate the portrait like a 3D bust. The woman was indeed a person who looked like a Neanderthal. She had earrings, though, and there was a necklace, too. Her neckline of clothing was nondescript and John's brain had not enhanced it beyond a symbol, just something there, nothing to mention, but would look odd if left out of the portrait.


  Clarity and focus was at the uppermost limits of the monitor. Harry had quit breathing for the animated figure herself visibly WAS breathing. The eyes blinked normally and you could see the face turn and look at this or that at some unseen object in her field of view. Abruptly the head turned from three quarter view and looked and focused DIRECTLY at Harry and a subtle, enigmatic Mona Lisa-like smile developed on the lips. Harry quickly realized it was not him the figure was smiling at, nor a camera, but rather was directing her gaze on John.


  As Harry rotated the figure he repeatedly stabbed the print screen button and the printer began churning out images. John began unburdening himself of the interface thrum-cap and Harry retrieved the first of the images. John looked at them one by one and smiled. He had not seen his dear departed wife with his own eyes as an image for nearly fourteen thousand years.


  "I was gonna guess an old toy or a picture of your mom and dad. I did not think you would conjure up an anthropology picture. It must have made an impression on you. Can you remember how old you were when you saw this?"


  "Actually, Harry, I was nearly full grown, but the memory -- like you said -- is clear because it's an old memory."


  reflection


  "Just as a mirror is a reflection of today's light, a painting is a reflection of yesterday's light." The Buddha held his portrait, a drawing someone had made of him. John had handed the painting to his master for evaluation. It looked just like him; everyone who knew him would say so.


  "What do you mean, Master?"


  "The artist somehow captures yesterday's image. Am I really so stern looking?"


  "'Wise', not 'stern', Master."


  John wanted to tell The Buddha about his small figurine of Eva, but led into the concept with this painting. He had seen it in the market and had implored the merchant to sell it.


  "It bothers me no end that people would even want my likeness. Mark you, few of those who buy such likenesses buy the spiritual product the image symbolizes."


  "Usually, Sir, but I did."


  The Buddha smiled at the jest.


  "Such a flat image on paper is not as three-dimensional as a small figurine, is it?"


  John looked at his teacher. He knew!


  Without making eye contact with John, while still gazing at his portrait, the Buddha now spoke with John about the REAL topic, the REAL reason he had bought the painting.


  "Truly letting go of pain, pupil, does not necessitate letting go of your possession. But who owns who? A memory, a love, a dead person -- all of these can be possessions that maintain an evil hold over you. I saw a man unable to quit smoking opium more than once in my life."


  "It would be easier to quit using opium."


  The Buddha nodded. "Yet the opium man would easily give up everything he had -- possessions, honor, wealth -- just for one more time with his smoke. The opium is what has a hold on him; the figurine, on you."


  As John left Singh's office he remembered this dialog of more than two millenia ago. He 'reflected' on it. The master had somehow anticipated modern science about light. Most people in those days believed light came from the eyes, bathed the object you looked at, then returned to you and your liver interpreted the image. Just as physicists today spoke of light being both a particle and also possessing a wave function, the Buddha said the image conveyed information to your thoughts, then your thoughts created another image, a ghost once-removed from so-called objective reality.


  John thought of Newton, who had divided light into its component colors with a simple prism. The Buddha had been able to divide the mixed white light of confused thought into its separate components with a simple prism of thought, a sieve of analysis. Yet, even Newton had not been able to see light's dual nature, part wave, part particle. Perhaps the discovery of the dissection of the spectrum had kept him from making further progress. Newton had forced himself into 'either/or' -- the Buddha had knowledge of 'either/or and had been able to see into its dual nature -- had been able to work with each wavelength of thought and also the totality of thought's light.  


  Eva's clear fMRI image now disturbed John no end. Here he had thought he was free of this nagging old sad habit of emotion. It was as though Eva had come back from the grave. He felt fear. Death should be permanent.


  The Buddha's Wedding Party, his death, his birth


  John was used to how people were all horrified of dying and he, too, felt that exact same kind of fear, because, just like everyone else, he also could be beset by violent injury at any time. Most of the potential for death was not by nature, but by man. You would normally conclude, thought John, that most people, for this reason, would have a deep fear of 'other people', more so than ANY other fear.


  And to a certain extent that is true for there is xenophobia and racism and that might even be built into the genome. Or it might be cultural. John laughed inwardly sometimes at Gregor Mendel and Charles Darwin for the veil of the Nature/Nurture conundrum was more easily pierced that a willing young girl's hymen. Endless examples of overcoming nature's limitations led mankind into forays into both the depths of depravity and also into angelic interludes of altruism. The big irony was that evil was more often done in the name of goodness.


  He remembered Rosie's (Katherine Hepburn) admonition to Mr. Allnut (Humphrey Bogart) in The African Queen when Bogart suggested his 'natural' animalistic urges.


  
"Nature, Mr. Allnut, is what we were put on this earth to overcome." 
-- Rosie, The African Queen


  William Shakespeare, too, had echoed this sentiment in Hamlet. There were countless examples of this. To follow such advice (as a 'holy man') was more or less to say that a holy man also, like everyone else, had to pull himself up by his boot straps. It was not divine; it was technique and that alone made him cringe, cringe that spirituality might derive from rote exercises. He asked himself frequently, 'Rote? Or just developing good habits?'


  
"Assume a virtue, if you have it not. For use almost can change the stamp of nature." 
-- William Shakespeare



  Now it was the fear of 'dying' (not mere death itself) that kept John and everyone else careful in their actions. The thing that set him apart mentally from most everyone was his lack of fear of death. That is to say, he shared in common the fear of the act of dying, but he had no fear of death.


  
Gautama, 'THE' Buddha


late in life he was celibate and inscrewtable

  


  "Pretend you are at my wedding party tonight," began his Master. At this John had smiled for it was so unlike The Buddha to marry again. "Well, just pretend."


  John nodded and his mind conjured up a festive evening where the wedding ceremony centered on Gautama.


  "Now, John, while you are enjoying yourself at my party, a very small part of your mind still knows Time, Place, and Circumstance. You may, for instance, always keep in your consciousness somewhere which way is North and where the road is and so forth. Part of your mind evaluates the length of the festival, that you must, sooner or later, go home for the evening. In short, you keep a small place setting, a bookmark of disengagement so that you can go home and live tomorrow. This retention of 'Time, Place, and Circumstance' is how you 'find your way back'. It is your 'map' of where and when and why you are. Yet this small reservoir of knowledge is set on the back part of the stove, so to speak, allowing you to truly enjoy the party."


  The Buddha paused dramatically to take a drink and to punctuate his lesson.


  "But now let us say during the party that someone whispered in your ear that there would be no tomorrow for you. You would cease, that you would enter into the afterlife, either a reward or punishment or a recycling here on Earth." He waved his hand in dismissal. "The cause is unimportant -- disease, accident, assassination, old age, robber. The point is, you now know with certainty that this party is the last, is the end of the 'sentence'. And, by the way, I mean 'sentence' in both of its normal meanings -- 'a string of words which make a thought' and also 'a term of punishment'. Could you enjoy the party?"


  John shook his head. "It would be almost impossible. With the knowledge given me by the whisperer I would try my best to put off the end. All living things strive to live; if in danger we sometimes panic in our striving and it is in the state of panic that we cannot 'enjoy the party.'"


  The buddha nodded. "Yet you know already that for every man there will be an end. Are you suggesting that just because the time of death is distant for most of us that we can avoid the pain of its worry?"


  "Yes, Master. That truly seems to be the case. If that afterlife is around the corner it is normal for a person to try to do something about it and, as normal persons, we approach the problem with worry. If death is far away in the future -- even though we know it is inevitable -- we, as normal humans, can 'shelve' the worry."


  The Buddha laughed. "Oh, I heard you say 'normal' when perhaps you meant 'unenlightened'. Now let me put a twist on the story."


  John knew this was coming. He grinned in anticipation. His Master was the best of teachers.


  "The whisperer at the wedding party not only told you that you will die just after the festivities and that not only is there nothing you can do about it, but he also says that he knows with absolute certainty that there is some sort of afterlife, a reward or punishment or recycling. Does that add to your discomfort or is that the main source of your discomfort? Is it worry about the afterlife? After all, with oblivion there is NO uncertainty: after death there is no pain, no worry, no discomfort, so it may be that the presumed presence of some sort of afterlife is the source of most, or perhaps ALL of the fear."


  "That may be, Master, because many fear from uncertainty to enter the afterlife. Some say it is a place of reward, others of punishment, still yet others talk of reincarnation into animal shapes. Even animals with lesser mentality know instinctively to avoid injury and death, even though, presumably, they are incapable of thinking about a presumed afterlife or reincarnation. Their worry is at a basic animal level. What do you say about it, Master?"


  
   Give up everything, even yourself.



You will gain so much more if you do.


  The Buddha shook his head. "My own way is to be like an animal in this regard, to not examine that subject of afterlife and I take nothing away from any of the other holy men or other religions except they are mutually incompatible." He laughed. "Unless, of course, you take to be true that antagonistic, mutually exclusive truths can BOTH be right. But my point is: I do not go there. Your fear includes the burden of worrying about afterlife. Pretend there is none. Pretend there is nothing. In this manner you will be able to enjoy the party. When it is over, no matter what happens, no matter if there is or is not an afterlife, you will still have been able to enjoy the party. Right up to the last second."  


  He remembered his Master's smile.


  "So, Master, are you suggesting that the holy men who offer afterlife are not only holding out false hope if there is no afterlife but also are ruining the spiritual lives of the still-living?"


  "Exactly. Now, mind you, there really may be an afterlife, but dwelling on it as though it were a certainty is bad for the spirit. You are here to enjoy the here and now, not brood about or await as reward or punishment anything beyond death."


  The Buddha paused, reluctant to weigh judgment, but for his pupil he now summarized, brows furrowed, lips pursed. "Any holy man of any religion who dangles his group over the reward of Heaven or the punishment of Hell is himself an evil demon and the purported religion is corrupt!!! It is best to navigate through life without expectation of reward or punishment. These false holy men are the whisperers who prevent you from enjoying the wedding party."


  "Master, have you achieved this mode of thought, then? Can I do so, too?"


  "Of course you can! Any average person can. In your case, Pupil," -- he laughed good naturedly -- "it may take you ten thousand years or more."


  "Well, Master, I wish you well and, for your sake, I hope there is, for you at least, a happy afterlife."


  The Buddha's piercing eyes looked at him directly and said, "Don't count on it."


  There was a small silence.


  "And I don't really want it, either."


  The Buddha had so looked at John, so intently, that John knew that Gautama somehow had unraveled John's deepest secret. He almost told him, but never did.


  He had been with his Master when he died. Unlike the present day myths about Gautama slipping into oblivion via sleep via some self-vaunted spiritual excellence, John knew his Master had merely gotten old. Over and over again he had said, "I am not divine, have no special powers, should not be worshiped nor venerated, but it would please me if my teachings took hold. I believe this Path, this Way, this Journey is a good method for all people. You know, I do so identify personally with this Path, this Way, that I feel like my life IS the Journey. I AM the Way!"


  It was this very sentence that John reused that had corrupted into the rote-dogma The Buddha had so disliked.


  John was holding his teacher's hand when his last words spoken said good bye to the other disciples, many of whom were weeping uncontrollably.


  Guatama skoffed at them good naturedly and admonished them. John bent closer. "You are further behind most of them in most areas, but I feel that because of your gift of time you will rise above all of the other pupils and even me. It may well be that you can use this foundation to build a more all-encompassing, better structure."


  It was probably that single sentence that set John on his path. Otherwise, he may have drifted back over into other occupations.


  The old man closed his eyes and John's eyes erupted tears and so did most of the others. One of the 'advanced' disciples, himself coldly dry-eyed, now taking this opportunity to impose leadership, to usurp supremacy, noticed John crying and admonished him for it, saying that, "The Master had taught us to ignore pain and pleasure and feelings."


  But John knew that was wrong. It is good to have feelings. He left the other disciples that day and began a walk to the Middle East. He took his time, the trek lasted decades.


  The word translated 'right' comes from 'summa' (from which we get our word 'summit') but might be best translated as 'best chosen path'.


  John knew the master had lately developed a method to end suffering and he called it the eight-fold path. "I made them up, so do not think anything is chiseled into stone. Think of my creation as a song that the song writer has composed so that one note follows the next naturally and you can almost anticipate from one to the next note. But the song could be different. You compose your own music, but this is a tune to start with."


  "Well, explain the song to us, Master." The song took most people a decade or more to learn, some failing in the process, others SEEMING to know the music, being able to play it back by rote, but not really feeling it deeply, not enjoying the depths. John did, in fact, learn these notes deeply, more so than his counterparts all of whom seemed more advanced. Yet, today, at his master's demise, John preferred being depressed and sick and in despair.


  He knew the Sumerian empire was gone, the Assyrians as well, and the Babylonians were gone, too. John blinked and in a blink those world-dominating cultures were gone.


  He arrived during the Roman occupation and for his own occupation he was still in Holy Man mode, so it was not difficult to transform himself into an itinerant rabbi. The name John came out Yeshua.


  During his journey he had time to reflect, to develop, to augment on The Buddha's skill set. He sometimes used well-known charlatan's tricks to grab the attention of dunderheads. He was not above sleight of hand but he never slighted the larger spiritual truth for the sake of gain.


  He learned how to build a following, to attract a crowd, but most of his most effective work was one on one. Although he transformed many lives for the better and although there was an army of successfully helped converts, he also made a lot of enemies.


  In those days, in that culture, hardly anything was written down in such a rural and provincial setting, so most of what he taught was lost, transformed, diluted to rote. And rote can sometimes be chief enemy of spirit.


  He used a lot of puns and symbols: wine for spirituality, water for mere sustenance. He turned the transparent water of regular thinking into the dark wine of deeper analysis.


  He found Latin to be a good language for explaining spiritual ideas. The word for 'baggage' was 'impedimentia' but also came to mean 'roadblock'. It was easy to tell people to unburden themselves, that they might be owned by their possessions, that the very things being owned now blocked spiritual progress. 


  Occasionally his Master's words echoed from the past and he remembered conversations. "Although I am much older than you, Pupil, I was not around at your birth." He said this enigmatically and one could interpret the sentence literally in two ways, that Gautama was not present when John's mother gave birth, or, that Gautama had not even been born yet.


  But it was a third way that he meant. "I died several years after I was born, but then I was reborn spiritually, and for me, that was my real birth, this second birth. Eventually this vessel," he indicated his body with his hand, "will die again. In your case, John, you may attain a high level of spirituality as I did and, in that case, die to be reborn. In your case, you may not have a second death as do the rest of us."


  John wondered how the holy man knew. He had said nothing. Yet The Buddha could extract deep secrets from just a few conversations. Had the term been in use, one could say that he had developed advanced skills as a 'clinical psychologist'.


  
beautiful statuary, glazed with an overlay of myth, a veneer cracked like Judaism, Christianity, and Islam into a dozen schlocky denominations. The cracked glaze obscures the actual, solid statue.


  The Buddha spent much time teaching about a Rebirth, that a disciple must be Reborn, and John wondered if all the stories of the many superior humans in history were linked to this idea. Mithras was said to have been born of a virgin. Was this unenlightened mankind's interpretation of a man's rebirth into holy man form? And Hercules?


  The years they spent together was for John not so much apprentice and disciple as it was psychological patient. The hole in his heart was being healed by Gautama and he wanted to share his bliss with others. It was not that he had a natural gift of spirituality, it was that he had ample time.


  Gautama had once told him, "I have no special ability here, with ideas or people or spirituality or healing. It is just that circumstances found me in a unique position as a rich ruler's son. In most cases such a youth as myself would have frittered away an entire lifetime on indolence and waste. But you know, such a life is not a terrible sin, it is just unfulfilling."


  "Have you gone back to see your wife?"


  
Kannon


  "I have. She is quite happy being a rich person, nonproductive, consuming all the luxuries and pastimes. She bears me no rancor and wonders, truly wonders, how I could have ever given up wealthy leisure. I shall visit her again for her birthday."


  "It is good that she bears you no ill will."


  "Another thing: that person she married, the former me, died and was reborn. In one sense I am truly a different man. My death preceded my birth. After I was Reborn, now I know I shall have Life Everlasting for such a rebirth is timeless in nature. In one sense I am like you a little bit, Pupil, and shall never die, for death by itself is not meaningless but it is certainly overrated."


  "And life? Do you find life overrated?"


  "Oh, Pupil! You have such a basket full of questions today. When you ask questions about life and death in this manner in so hierarchical a way you demean thought itself and the use of words is wasted. Your mind is in a rut going in circles digging the rut deeper and deeper. I want you to stop, climb out of the rut, and take a new path. You can always briefly revisit the rut later." He laughed. "After all, it is YOUR rut and you can do with it as you will."


  Now, years later in the Middle East John was anything but in a rut. The imprint of the first Buddha was on him. He felt truly blessed and his work as a holy man was incomparable. His best healing he did with persons who were psychologically impaired but not beyond hope of a competent practitioner. He did, in fact, 'drive out demons', time and time again. The demons were inner demons: drink, paralysis of action, blindness to truth, compulsion, bad habits, impulsiveness, addiction, depression, despair, worry, hate, fear, anger, intolerance -- all the things which can be cured by holy men, but only real holy men.


  Not a day went by when he did not cure someone with a miracle. So in tune with mankind was he at this point it only took a few sentences of interview to withdraw whatever demon beset his parishioner. From experience he knew what words to say, parables mostly, to affect a permanent cure.


  He had a special medical term, or perhaps 'psychological term' for those requiring long-term therapy -- he called them 'disciples'. It was from the Latin 'disciplina' a word from which we today in English get our word 'discipline'. But it did not mean 'discipline' in Latin. It just meant 'learning'.


  The disciples -- like John -- were slow learners. Yet slow learners are sometimes the best learners and John wryly concluded that maybe he had been the slowest (but deepest) learner of all. Like Mithras he felt comfortable dealing with an even twelve of them.


  His work led to making enemies as well as friends. It seemed to him he must leave the area for the environment was growing tense. Power was split between several factions and his presence acted as a wedge to divide the power.


  His name was on everyone's lips. His detractors blamed all problems on him. His advocates began not only to praise his every work and word, but also began to worship him and that was his downfall. Now, centuries later, John wondered why no one, not the Sanhedron, not the Romans, no one, had denounced him as a devil, a demon, as Satan, as a minion from Hell. He was never denounced in that way. But it did not matter because to stifle him they never even had to go that far. All they had to do was claim he was heretic. All they had to do was say he plotted insurrection against Caesar.


  
Mithras: born on Dec 24 of a virgin, crucified, 12 disciples, 3 wise men, son of God, risen from the dead, Constantine's religion, 350BC


  John had heard a rude expression during that time and, today, it would be translated as, "One thing you sure don't wanta do and that's fuck with Caesar." When he had been up on the cross barely conscious, he saw a decurion look up at him and heard him speak, "There is more than one way to fall on your sword." He had used Latin, of course, and the words were 'sui' (self) and 'caedo' (cut) and today we have the word 'suicide'. John asked himself often, had he, by allowing himself to be crucified, somehow committed suicide? Yes, he had been heart sick and depressed. But, suicide?


  Chapel


  The University had a small chapel and John's endowment arranged a set of circumstances that the chaplains employed here would be nondenominational. To that end, HR had interviewed and hired a retired US Army chaplain, a guy used to ministering to any and all religions who might accept him.


  
A franchise


  Singh was a Sikh and, of course, his turban gave him away. He carried a symbolic knife and had a bushy beard. But the funny thing is, this guy was a Methodist.


  Now John thought it very strange that ostensibly he came here now for spiritual help and anyone, anyone would think that in some sense he was here to pray to himself. Not only was that heresy but also vanity of the worst sort.


  Instead, he always thought of it as "taking inventory". He thought perhaps to check into the Scientologists. Didn't they 'audit' themselves? Used some sort of galvanic 'E-meter' or some such?


  Actually, he still missed his Master, gone now more than two millenia. Nothing yet in the world had replaced him, not even John.


  John was alone in the chapel, sitting at a front pew when Singh entered. 


  "Are you gonna tell me how you changed denominations?" He said this not yet knowing for a fact it was Singh who entered. He still faced the front while speaking never once looking back to verify if he were right about the identity of who just entered.


  Every time a new religion popped up John took notice. He could not help himself, though his old master dismissed them all.


  "John, they are like forest mushrooms, popping up on rotting logs, pretty, seemingly productive, but really just parasites. Not REAL flowers. Most living things, most religions, too, are parasites."


  "But what of your own teachings, Master?"


  "Hopefully, not a parasite. Hopefully, it is a real flower, but I intend it more as a living philosophy, NOT a religion." He sighed. "I fear it will gain currency and be corrupted into a dogmatic religion more than I fear it dying out."


  And, of course, The Buddha's prophecy was right-on, because 'Buddhism' did evolve into a schlocky, dogmatic religion, just like all the rest. Despite the Buddha's warning, John was always delighted to hear of a new religion. Each time he secretly hoped THIS would be the real one. He knew, though, that his master was right: none would ever emerge as THE religion.


  But it was an old habit, a BAD habit, and when he heard about this or that new religion, each time, he attended its tenets. The Baha'i faith popped up in Persia on the rotten log of Islam in 1844. Christianity had so many mushrooms growing on its corpse, they were impossible to count: Mormonism, Christian Science, Scientology, Branch Davidians.


  The Far East, not content to further pollute the already-muddied waters there, imported to the most fertile of soils, California -- Heaven's Gate, Jim Jones People's Temple, Reverend Sun Myung Moon's Unification Church, Hare Krishnas -- oh! There were a hundred more.


  The Methodists popped up in the early 1700's and the Sikhs, like mushrooms, just yesterday, in the 1500s.


  The Buddha was not the first to discover the sordidness of religions, but he was not the last, either.


  
"Religion was invented when the first con-man met the first fool."
-- Mark Twain


  "I will tell you just as soon as you tell me what it is that is bothering you."


  "Is it obvious?"


  "Not to anyone else. It's just that I know you somewhat. Yes, it's obvious."


  John now turned and smiled at Singh.


  "All right, heck, I will tell you. It's simple. I fell for a white girl and we got married and she was a Methodist. I shifted gears a little bit."


  "'A little bit', indeed. Folks still mad at you?"


  "Oh, yeah, big time." He paused, then continued. "The wife died of cancer a year into our marriage. This was many, many years ago."


   Rev. John Wesley Singh on a date:

    

"Oh, by the way, does it matter if I'm Methodist?"


  "I wondered, because I knew you were single. Ever thought about marriage again?"


  "Yeah, but it's a steep uphill road. Where would I find a Methodist girl who would accept a bearded, turbaned Sikh who is a preacher? Or, what kind of Sikh girl would settle for a Methodist convert? My best option was military chaplain and it was a good marriage."


  "That's a tough one, all right."


  "Now, about your problem..."


  John could not have done better himself. He had to weigh outcomes about disclosure, even to a father-confessor.


  But he did leave some hints.


  "You seem now more like Sigmund Freud than a preacher."


  "The two professions overlap. It's like that song 'Love and Marriage, like a carriage'"


  "'You can't have one without the other'?"


  "Exactly."


  They had been walking down the aisle of the chapel sort of like they were going to get spiritually married via some sort of psychological counseling session. Singh, of course, had been subtly directing John and they ended up in Singh's office. John inwardly smiled and thought he could not have done better himself.


  "So, do you want to tell me a little bit? Open up a little bit?" He pointed to the almost-closed office door still open a crack. "You can always leave and return later. When I say 'My door is always open,' that means it is also always open to leave."


  "Well, okay, I do seem to have the need to share a sort of a spiritual deficit, an unusual proclivity."


  "Which is?"


  "Well, ah, it's embarrassing, sort of an old habit, because I'm so into history."


  Singh kept his face blank, holding a pen in both hands as he listened, waiting.


  "Quite often I keep the old gods and goddesses in my heart and sort of hold conversations with them. Because of my profession -- the history -- I take these old deities seriously and refer to them frequently." He paused and elaborated. "Actually, daily. Constantly."


  "Like who, for instance."


  "Oh, you know, the more well-known ones like Zeus, Odin, Osiris, but also some that are not so well-known like Thoth or Tanit and so forth."


  "'Tanit?'"


  
Tanit

Astarte

Ishtar

Hera

Juno


...forgotten


  "Yeah, also known as Ishtar, Hera, Juno Coelestis, Astarte. Here: this is her symbol." He took a pencil from Singh's desk and wrote on a small notepad. "This depiction is all over the Mediterranean. More of these chiseled into stone -- still to this day -- than there are Christian crosses chiseled into stone. All around the rim of the Mediterranean. The Carthagenians worshiped her in the main."


  "And Zeus, too, you say?"


  John nodded seriously and amplified, "And many others, too, -- Vulcan, Ceres -- some you have not even ever heard of, even in passing historical record."


  Now Singh showed his true colors as an excellent ear. "Have you ever created a god or goddess yourself?"


  John shook his head.


  "Well, how about, say, Moses or Buddha?"


  "Moses is just historical, not a god. Same for Buddha, but I have a special, very close connection to him. Very close. In fact, here is where I am conflicted. My long-term habit of deity worship is at odds with The Buddha's tenets. He does disapprove of all such worship."


  The way John now spoke gave Singh the whim-whams and his skin tingled just a little bit, the way it does when you are in the presence of a nut case. He needed to bring John back down for this first interview so that John would not embarrass himself such that a second and all subsequent interviews would be made impossible by too much disclosure.


  "Well, John, I see this -- at least partially -- as a long-term habit. Habits of long use like this are sort of like those kinds of things you hear about that people sometimes do as coping mechanisms like turning the light switch off and on three times each time, like clicking the retraction of the pen three times each time. A lot of people do these things. With you, though, it is not so physical. It is a mental compulsion. Am I warm?"


  "Yes, yes, I can see it and never made the connection to 'compulsive habit' before. I know what you mean."


  "Well, like you say, because you are an historian, I can certainly see how you got into this." Singh knew very well when to back off. The 'professional' side of John-as-counselor evaluated Singh in admiration. Singh let it hang for a second, then went into his transition to get away from the touchy concept of 'compulsive habit'.


  "When you 'talk to' these deities, what do you say? Are you praying to them, asking for anything?"


  "It depends on the time period. With some, you thank them only and never ask for anything. With others, it is not so personal."


  "Do you sacrifice?"


  John looked at Singh mournfully. "Oh, yeah. I sacrificed altogether too, too much."


  "Ah, perhaps a hint there! So, do you want to QUIT sacrificing?"


  John nodded. "I want to be like everyone else and I want to unburden myself of the baggage of all this religious shit. I want a time-out. I want to be free of this self-imposed responsibility."


  Singh was delighted at the progress of this very first conversation. He had been lightly badgering John now for more than eighteen months. He decided to close the interview now at the positive, forthright statement but he left an opening as a topic of discussion for their next conversation.


  "Isn't that EXACTLY what The Buddha would have advised?"


  "Exactly so."


  Profs hitting on freshmen


  Sandy'a classes after a week were beginning to fall into a routine and she calmed down a bit at the stability. The job was a god-send and Oldman had not begun hitting on her. She had a teeny bit of fear in that area because of the fortuitous job and apartment deal. It was a perfect set up for a carnivorous professor.


  But Oldman maintained a perfect Southern gentleman's manners and his propriety would have impressed Emily Post or Miss Manners. For a second she worried on the other end of the scale, that he might be gay, but she caught herself and realized a small part of her did want Oldman to hit on her or at least pay her attention that way. She knew how pretty she was, a 'head turner' her dad had said. She caught Oldman taking a normal peek on occasion and, somehow, that gladdened her heart. But, there on after, she dressed professionally, demurely, but not like a frump. She also knew she was so pretty she could dress like a frump and still attract men.


  Her looks did attract other males. Most of the campus was, because of its small college nature, bereft of older graduate students. Because she had a full time job in the history department the undergraduate males saw her as hands-off, that she was, perhaps, a young-looking thirty or maybe even thirty-five. Definitely an old lady beyond the reach of an 18 to 21 year old.


  However, the male hormone sieve at the college kicked in and now Oldman had a string of male professors visiting his suite of offices on a regular basis. These ranged from boyish-looking forty year olds to sixty year old PhDs who never grew up. Occasionally a doddering septugenerian smiled at her, not to prey on her, but just to enjoy some banter. But a couple of the forays into nonintellectual college pursuits were from her own teachers.


  "Oh, I heard John got a new secretary. I didn't know that was you."


  "Hi, Professor..."


  He cut off her formal address by interrupting.


  "Call me Art. Is John in?"


  He most certainly knew John's schedule, that he was teaching. And more than that he must have already known that Sandra daily locked up the history department's offices from noon to one for lunch.


  "No, sorry," she made a show of checking her watch, "he's out teaching until one." It was about five until noon.


  "Well, rats! I was free for lunch and hate to eat alone. Hey, you wanta go for wings at Olde Heidelberg? My treat."


  This was delicate foot work to turn down a social invitation from a teacher and she felt compelled to even give up lunch as an excuse.


  "That would be great but I have a special project and I need to work on it during my normal lunch hour and am going to lock myself in the office for the duration. Thank you for the offer, though."


  He took his leave, smiling good naturedly in defeat.


  Sandy did lock up at noon, herself inside the office, and she took out her 'emergency excuse lunch' from a desk drawer. It was the smallest bag of Fritos.


  Like clockwork, she heard class let out and the hallway fill with students. Moments later she heard Oldman whistling a tune as he bounced happily into the office. Normally she always had beaten him back and normally already had the door open."


  He grinned in the know and proclaimed (though in question format), "Art hit on you yet? He's a good guy and won't bother you any more if you gave him a firm No."


  He did not even pause in his speech and was in his own office in two bounds.


  Sandy grinned from ear to ear at his perspicacity and turned her head, leaning to see around the corner into Oldmans's office.


  "I said an important project." She could not stop smiling and she knew that made her even more pretty but could not stop.


  "So what did you improvise?"


  Sandy nodded, her smile fading, and she got serious. She reached into her desk drawer and pulled out three of Oldman's old paperbacks, the ones with the common theme of immortality. She held them up for him to see.


  "I found these in the back closet. Interesting subject matter."


  Oldman's grin, too, faded and, in fact, his face now went blank. Sandy got up and entered his inner office. "I hope it's okay. I mean, for me to read them."


  "Oh, sure. You can keep them if you like. Sci fi light reading." He took one from her hand and flipped through the pages. 


  "Well, you must have missed lunch unless you keep a stash of chips like I do."


  Again, she demonstrated instead of answering, this time holding up the tiny, empty bag.


  "Well, heck, he probably offered lunch. At risk of seeming as lecherous as he is, you wanta grab some chow? We could vanish such that he would not run into us."


  "My stomach is rumbling. What about the office?"


  Oldman held up the little 'Back-At' plastic sign they used to close up the office. They hung it nightly from the locked outer door of the suite of History offices. It was more-or-less permanently set to 8am but he now set its clock hands at first to two, then nudged it to three.


  "It's coming up weekend. Typically not one single person has ever come in at this time." He forwarded the office phone to his own mobile.


  Now Sandy's heart was truly fluttering, a bit in fear, a bit in anticipation. She worried he might suggest Smith's house or her garage apartment or even his hunting cabin, but he did not and when they got into his Toyota he asked if she liked Mediterranean or Chinese or Barbecue.


  "Art hates anything except pizza, so it's not like he is gonna show up with Harry's secretary." Sandy had to think a minute, then realized Harry worked with Mrs. Swanson who was about sixty and she must weigh in at, what?, three-hundred pounds?


  "He said something about Mrs. Swanson next."


  The table was outside in full view and Oldman waved at a pair of his students and grinned. "Oh, this weather is great! I'm glad I put down three, but tell me if you gotta get back."


  They got their menus and Sandy did not know what any of it was because her small town did not have Middle Eastern food. "Dolmas, falafels, bobba genoosh -- it's all good." Oldman recommended a plate of a little of this, a little of that, sort of a sampler.


  "Where did you learn English?"


  Oldman paused, smiling, looking at his menu.


  "I came to the US years ago and I guess I still have a trace of accent." He did not really answer the question, just acknowledged the validity of it.


  "You don't have an accent, not even regional."


  "Then...?"


  "It's my female ability to ferret out social nuances from subtle clues. I got ESP."


  "Well, that's pretty good. No one has ever yet asked me if my origins or language were overseas."


  The waitress came and they ordered two samplers and a couple of ice teas.


  "From where would you guess?"


  "Hmmm. Well, based on pizza with Dan and his wife I normally would have guessed China. He mentioned you read Latin, too."


  Oldman nodded as though she had found him out. "I'm a Chinese gladiator."


  The history-sleuth that was Sandy's nature now immediately connected with the cardboard box of books she had found. She thought of The Far Arena by Richard Ben Sapir, the time-displaced gladiator.


  Their platters came and although Sandy worried she might not find foreign food like this palatable, she decided every bit of it was delicious and could not wait to try more of it soon.


   
Technology is magic unless you are used to it, in which case it is just part of the environment.

...and this is just one example of why many people have lost that magic feeling of life, taking trees and clouds and kittens for granted.


  Oldman none-too-deftly reoriented their conversation into work, history, classes and the mundane issues of propriety. They dropped her question of where he had come from and for a minute she felt her face burn in shame and worried that it had turned red, for she was embarrassed to have asked so personal and impolite a question. But Oldman was equally direct and now it was his turn to pry.


  "When can your dad come to visit? Bet he would like to see you. It's been three weeks."


  Sandy nodded. "Next weekend. He's coming up for the day. And I would like you to meet him. In fact, could we set up to have lunch here, the three of us, when he comes? I would like you both to meet each other."


  "Sure, I'd love to. You don't want to make it a foursome? With Art?"


  She laughed and had to use her napkin. "Dad is a Vietnam vet. His knowledge of history is very personally tied to those years. I know he dwells on it. He has had a view of war."


  
The Pablo Escobar Cartel resents its main competitor and hopes the DEA will intervene, but the DEA will probably not go after the VA


  Oldman did not know if she were warning him that her dad was an obsessive 'Bush Vet', a guy just on the edge, a VA outpatient, who could not get the horrors of the experience out of his system. Oldman realistically now worried that it might be awkward, that the guy might be tanked up on boatload of VA pharmaceuticals. He knew they were handed out like candy, often leaving many extras to give away or sell.


  "Is he better about your mom's death?"


  "Oh, yeah. He's quite normal, good in all ways. It would not surprise me if he were to get married again. Very stable, very happy."


  Oldman was in a tizzy. He and Sandy were able to converse like they knew each other well, not like they had just met three weeks ago. It was uncanny how they could deftly converse despite her coarse but natural question about his origin. They hit the peaks and skipped the valleys. She had known what he had been thinking.


  "I am looking forward to meeting him, but, again, my treat. I insist."


  "Well, he will be floored and relieved."


  "'Relieved'?"


  She nodded. "After he meets you he will be relieved I am not working for Art."


  "Am I that prim and proper?"


  "Don't knock prim and proper. But I know what you mean. No, you're not."


  He almost reached out and took her hand and if he had done so she would not have withdrawn, but -- being in tune, as they were -- both knew this.


  Edith


  Although Edith was hard-boiled Southern Baptist she accepted Singh as her spiritual counselor, probably somewhat just because (in her eyes) he was not the genuine article, that having been once a Sikh no one could fault him for having chosen the incorrect denomination. For her, being a charitable Christian, she forgave him for having missed the mark. But The United Methodist Church (for an Indian) was almost there and he should be rewarded. A White American, on the other hand, should know better, and could not be forgiven for having chosen John Wesley's errant, permissive, liberal, non-immersion cult.


  
religious morality headache

Ellen Crawford as Edith
  


  Strangely, Edith also held in high esteem her good friend Harry, a Jew. Since he was more-or-less ("mostly more" he always said) secular she also forgave him of his religious errentsy. In fact, Edith forgave every single person on planet Earth for being wrong. She was not a bad person. She dwelt in the land of Nod, somewhere East of Eden, in her own religious universe. And it was a small place but she liked it.


  Singh had spent twenty years in the Army and for him spiritual officer meant keeping your soul at attention, your blouse ironed, shoes polished. He had ministered an endless stream of Dear John letters, drug problems, gambling, drinking, the occasional schizophrenic young man, the homosexual confession.


  It had been hard on him at first to begin also counseling female troopers when that became common. The officers had their own sets of unique problems. For the most part, he now had more experience for this sort of nondenominational counseling than did any nonmilitary preacher. It was truly amazing, the high ratio of professors to students. For the most part, it seemed him there was more and more outright atheism, certainly more indifference.


  Edith came in every few days to fine tune, to pray privately. She never had any theological question, no moral difficulties. She never worried about herself spiritually, just others. She taught art history and for her students that meant a Christian history of art and very little else.


  "I'm worried either John Oldman or Edmond Jones stole a vase from a museum."


  Sandy's Dad


  John was at home in Smith's house in the kitchen doing dishes. The kitchen window faced the driveway and he could see the street. He knew Sandy's dad was coming to visit and happened to see a car pull up. The old beater Plymouth did not have hand controls nor a handicap sticker, but when Sandy's dad got out of the car John was shocked.


  A man in his sixties got out. It was apparent that the guy had been half blown away, for he wore, (1) eye patch, (2) artificial left arm, and (3) artificial right leg. John did not have to speculate about the leg, for the day was warm and the man wore shorts.


  

  The guy had military athletic bearing despite the handicap. For a second John had a pseudo-deja vu of Robert Heinlein's fictional character Baslim the Cripple from Citizen of the Galaxy. Old Baslim was in reality a spy, Colonel Baslim. John, though he was doing the clandestine watching through his kitchen window, always kept a little paranoia on the back burner as though Sandy's dad were here to spy on John. And, in a sense, the dad was truly here today to make sure his little girl was all right, well situated, and in a safe environment.


  The arm and leg were a matched set, made of black plastic and chrome, state-of-the-art and high tech looking. Both feet had on Keene athletic shoes. In admiration, John saw the man walk totally without a limp, seemingly totally unhampered, no lack of grace in his movements as he pulled out a bouquet of flowers and an overnight duffel.


  
lucky in the sense of still being alive -- but John saw something of his master in Sandy's dad. The veteran saw luckiness as something within him that he projected onto the environment. The body did not matter. The self did not matter. Nor did pain, pleasure, existence.


  Suddenly, John made a mental connection to his old master who once said you have to 'give up your possessions, even your own body, even your own mind' which, indeed, this soldier had actually done, had given mind and body, but also, almost life.


  Shot and missed? No, he had been hit, hit for sure, but not killed. A very strong tonic. 'Be proud of your wounds!' the old soldier's aphorism went. But 'lucky'? Just lucky to be alive. Maybe the unlucky man was one killed; in that sense Sandy's dad was lucky.


  He made directly for the driveway and the garage apartment behind the house and bounded up the stairs. The artificial leg did not get in the way of his athletic grace as he ascended as though running, as though a much younger man. The door opened and he saw Sandy embrace her dad, both of them smiling.


  It lacked ten in the morning and John's phone rang in fifteen minutes. It was Sandy and John made good on his offer for lunch.


  "Marine Corp. I got a medical." He lifted his fake hand, the one holding his ice tea and smiled.


  Sandy was beaming and sat next to her dad. He was easy to meet and easy to talk to. It must be a family trait, thought John.


  John could not believe the guy, in his sixties but his level of life force, of vitality, outpaced everyone in any room. The young men on campus, even the athletes appeared effete specimens of manhood in comparison. John wondered if the Marine training or some innate force had made the man. Probably both. People very often head in the direction of their inclinations and are formed by all.


  "Did Sandy tell you she's writing a history of 'nam?"


  "No, I didn't know that." Oldman looked at her and she replied, "It's an ongoing thing."


  Oldman looked at her face. There were unstated secrets there that intrigued him. "So, how much you got done already?" He expected an outline or some such.


  Her dad proudly answered to keep his daughter from bragging. "I'm her 'military editor'. So far she has six hundred thousand words." Oldman blinked. It was a large, extremely large multivolume work.


  "Yup, all cross-referenced, maps and pictures. Charts -- and new charts, too, new compilations. There's a whole section of post war Communism, China's involvement, the drift back to Capitalism."


  "I'd like to read it."


  "Yeah. Turns out they were playing neither dominos nor Communism. They just wanted to be left the hell alone."


   "'Dominos.' You mean the Domino theory?"


  
  The old soldier nodded. "They would have fought an invasion of the USSR just as hard as they did an invasion of the French or the USA."


  Her dad had not had falafels, hummus, dolmas, shawarmas, or bobba Genoosh before and said he liked it all. "I heard of Bobba Fett," he joked.


   John had seen the Star Wars movie and inwardly reacted a little bit in fear at mention of the clandestine assasin. 

Sandy's father was a combat-proven Marine, after all. 


  "You gonna spend the night? If Sandy's place is too small for you, the Smiths -- the people I am renting from -- have a spare nice bedroom and you can stay with me."


  "Thanks anyway, but I gotta get back." He turned to Sandy to explain. "Remember Jan Pearson?" Sandy nodded. Her husband had died of cancer two years back. "We gotta date for bowling at seven, then spaghetti at her place."


  Oldman could not believe the guy's zest for life. After lunch Oldman drove them back and excused himself and they, in turn, took a tour of the small campus. An hour later John noticed through his kitchen window that they returned. A short while later Sandy hugged her dad goodbye and he drove off.


  The sun was going down when Oldman's doorbell rang and it was Sandy at the back door. "Oh, hi! Your dad get back okay?"


  "He had a real good time and I know he is looking forward to bowling tonight. Thank you again for lunch."


  "De nada. I knew he would want to meet me and see the offices. Pretty nice visit, I guess."


  "Here. A reward." She held a small vase. In it were three of the flowers her dad had brought. He took the proffered little vase and stepped to the old fashioned fire place in the small living room and put the flowers on its mantel. There was a CD going at low volume, something way old, tribal sounding.


  Sandy looked around at the old-fashioned furnishings. The place reminded you of a typical grandparent's house from a bygone era. There was a harp in the corner of the room! She evaluated the furniture some more. No. It looked like something from the civil war or earlier. Great-great-great grandparents, perhaps.


  "The Smiths have a really nice place."


  "They are on sabbatical. I'm caretaker."


  She continued looking around. The place was older than she thought. This structure now, to her eyes, looked like Mark Twain's house, ante-bellum old South. It had very high ceilings, probably for heat control, an architectural feature from before air conditioning or even ceiling fans. Someone had added Hunter ceiling fans, though, perhaps fifty years earlier, but there was cool AC, too.


  She glanced around in wonder. There was, in addition to the harp, an instrument that looked like some kind of forerunner to a modern piano.


  "The house itself belongs to the college and its occupation is a bit of cumshaw."


  He led her back to the kitchen and poured a couple of ice teas from a standing pitcher. It swirled with slushy ice and he already had lemon wedges at the ready. He carried the drinks on a tray with sugar bowl and long spoons.


  "I like the old ways of parlor formality. It's fun and dignified."


  He sprawled on a comfortable old chair across from Sandy who sat on the couch.


  "Your dad get his injuries in Vietnam?"


  "He did. He was a Lieutenant, combat promotion. During convalescence he met my mom. She was a nurse. My dad went on to get a PhD and taught for a time at West Point."


  "Wow! He is an impressive man!"


  "Yes, particularly in the gee-whiz areas, those that everyone sees. But I know him to be superior in the areas people don't see."


  Oldman nodded.


  Oldman could tell from years and years of experience that she wanted him to sit on the couch next to her and he had to somehow convey he was not gay or neuter or unattracted. But for the life of him, he could not think of a subterfuge.


  Sandy put down her almost-empty glass and its wet surface slipped in her hand and it overturned and spilled some wet ice across the antique table top.


  "Oh! Sorry!" She used her napkin, then quickly ran to the kitchen while saying, "Paper towels!"


  Oldman did not seem so worried about the century-old table's varnish, but followed her into the kitchen to help her find some. For a second he could not remember if there were towels on the roll.


  He entered the kitchen just as she exited it, streaming a loose string of paper towels following her like a tail.


  They bumped almost full force into each other and Sandy let out an 'Oomph', but no one was hurt. She did not rebound, nor back off, but just stood still, both touching, nose to nose. It would have normally turned into a polite, "Oh, excuse me!" but they both just stood there a second allowing nature's collision as an excuse to do what they had been too timid to do without the excuse.


  For a second Oldman put his arms, both of them, around her and squeezed. He inhaled her hair.


  Sandy did not just stand there like a passive femme fatale, but she, too, tightly embraced Oldman.


  "Damn, Dr. Oldman! You're as bad as Art."


  "I... I... may be worse."


  "It is a tricky mine field. Three weeks into the semester... Also, by anyone's count, this would be a bad move."


  "It would, it would. But I don't want to slam the door." He shook his head in a serious, firm No, while he disengaged from her. He looked directly, intently at her while grasping both of her upper arms. He let go both arms as though to lead Sandy to also disengage her own nearly-uncontrollable emotions.


  "I don't know a single thing about you, even where you're from."


  He remembered her asking him that and how he had been enigmatic and now replied, "I am originally from Europe." That sounded vague and he amplified. "Southern France, but beyond that, I am well traveled and have been almost all over the world."


  "Are you married?"


  "No," he answered truthfully. "Widowed."


  She had not expected that. That, at least, partially or potentially explained his reticence. She saw him blink a couple of times as he answered. It was, perhaps, a painful answer, certainly a painful memory.


  "How long?"


  "Oh, a good number of years. It was for a long time for me a painful subject."


  They sat back down and talked. This time he sat on the couch next to her.


  On that occasion he did not tell her everything about himself. He had found out many times that no one believed him and very often it led to dissolution of a newly minted relationship.


  He usually found it best when going for full disclosure to let it out in dribs and drabs. Most people could accept bad news or bizarre news a little piece at a time but never all at once. He imagined it would be sort of like disclosure that he was a man from Mars. Who is going to believe that? No one. No sane person would believe this, either, so he had to be very careful how he did this. In the past, when doing so, he would lay down bread crumbs so that you could follow a trail to the truth of it, making the connections and, finally, the conclusion yourself.


  He looked at her face across from him on the couch and a small part of him evaluated the wish that perhaps he would lose his appeal to her. No. No, he did not.


  Barringer & Campbell


  "Did you let HR know about your vacation plans?"


  Barringer winced, looking through his eyebrows at his partner. Apparently something about HR.


  "Yeah, I contacted them about your replacement."


  Barringer waited.


  "Unfortunately, the guy died of old age in 1938. But his grandson might do."


  "Chicago?" Barringer looked at his plane ticket.


  "I'll fill you in. Seems like our predecessor's predecessor's predecessor retired in Chicago. There, after many, many rounds of golf he made a hole-in-one to God's nineteenth hole in the sky. The guy was a crazy record keeper and took his files with him. I phoned the son, but he passed on, too, and ended up with Grandson Number Two who owns the house. I asked pretty and -- guess what? -- there are records from 1910. In the attic, in a trunk."


  "Finger prints?"


  "Yup. Pictures, too. When they changed buildings right before this guy's retirement, the Bureau was going to toss all the old cases. This was well before microfiche. These are paper records. He couldn't live with seeing his life's work thrown away in the trash."


  "Such a meticulous man as that must have kept very complete files?"


  "We should take Gorgio with us. A trunk in the attic..."


  "... therefore, aliens!"


  Trunk in the attic


  "I used to come up here as a kid to play. Guess what I found? A whole box full of Big Little books in almost new condition. I read them and read them, not knowing when I was little how much they were worth. Here's the trunk."


  

  Barringer looked at Campbell. "Big Little books!"


  "Adventurous stories and old case files!"


  It was not locked and the great-great grandson just clacked the two latches and up came the top.


  "Gramps was supposed to have been a fastidious guy. ALWAYS wore a neck tie. You can see how thorough he was by the way he kept his records. Even the hand writing."


  Barringer nodded but had a doubt. If the guy was THAT compulsive he would have solved these cases were it possible to have done so. This trunk was, after all, a collection of his own personal dead ends.


  "We're looking for a special unsolved theft from a museum in 1910."


  The great-great grandson pointed to the years on the top/right of each manila folder. They withdrew folders 1913, 1912, 1911 and midway down there were two from 1910.


  In many ways the police work of 1910 was exactly like today. Interviews. Diagrams of crime scenes. Sketches. There were photographs, all black and white. Although the crime had taken place in a museum the people dressed in period costumes all looked like they themselves belonged in the museum. Funny haircuts, ties, jacket lapels.


  One of the people in the photograph looked familiar and Barringer for a second thought he had seen the guy's face in a history book or something, perhaps an important man from yesteryear who...


  No. He looked closely at the face. He would have to ask Campbell. They could not talk in front of the kid but he put a thumb under the face and glanced at his partner. An imperceptible nod. He had seen it, too. Guy was a dead ringer for Oldman. At least it was a familial resemblance. Both men had the same thought -- maybe Oldman's grandpa had stolen the vase. Now Oldman still had it? Something like that.


  Crazy people in 32AD


  John had attracted a great number of crazy people, for many such as they were greatly troubled and healing troubled people was his stock in trade. Two such as these circled him like moths around a flame. One died and the other he managed to save.


  
woodwose  


  "Another John? We both have same name if you did not use the diminutive version." Today the man would have been called a bohemian, in the 1950s a beatnik, the '60s a hippie.


  In those days, however, everyone -- every single person alive -- knew the outfit John wore represented him as 'The Wild Man', that he was a 'woodwose'. In those days and for up to only a few hundred years before the Twentieth Century everyone in the world knew about The Wild Man. In early centuries this aspect of The Baptist was included, then completely excluded and erased from the Christian church.


  

  In all but the most extreme circumstances a crazy man is excused by society when he speaks the truth. In extreme cases of politics truth is forbidden. It is usually easy to eliminate truth by calling it crazy. Truth and craziness are double edged swords in the sense that the crazy man is put to the sword if his crazy talk, if true, becomes too uncomfortable.


  He was part clown, part jester, part wise man. He was nature personified and he represented truth unfiltered through the constraints of convention, politics, religion, or propriety. When he spoke it was glaringly direct, very often painfully true.


  When The Wild Man spoke it was as though an animal had the power of speech. It was direct and naive. It was volatile. But WHEN this Woodwose spoke EVERYONE listened for there was often great entertainment in the truth of a scandal. For the most part, kings did not worry about gossip, because the rabble had no power. But when they got worked up by the The Wild Man...


  It is not that The Baptist tried to get his listeners worked up. It is that the times were at a nexus. Rome was squeezing for more taxes and the local religious leaders were, too. Everyone needed money and wars were always on the horizon for Rome. The locals were more stable politically and economically than Rome herself and the locals knew it, that perhaps now would be a natural time for another revolt. And that is all Pilate needed on his resume -- 'governor who let a revolt occur under his watch'. And the locals? They needed Rome to keep a lid on things, too.


  He kept the kings and priests honest, for The Wild Man did not brook pretentious nonsense and no priest, no prince could escape The Wild Man's natural evaluation.


  He grinned from ear to ear and, somehow, you immediately thought he was not all here. The young people said the Latin equivalent of "doesn't give a shit" to describe him. He set all his own standards, above all conventional behavior.


  Strangely, the guy was not mentally defective, though he called John a cousin. John wanted to take him in as a disciple, but the man resisted that notion and took to the streets as an advance advertisement. In those days an itinerant holy man of some renown was worth seeing and an advance man could create crowds at the ready.


  His reputation was growing and already people had incorporated the Mithras story of him being born of a virgin, had, in fact, already give her a name.


  "I have the same name as your mother," a non-dirty-faced woman told him.


  
Mary Magdalene, the Wild Woman


  "Say again?" For a second John had forgotten the prevalent story about him that he, like Mithras, was born to a virgin. The stories, even during his lifetime, had been fleshed out, up to and including a name for his mother. They even gave him the well-known birth date of Mithras, that he had been born in Bethlehem, to the Nazarene sect which later proved a temporary embarrassment for 'Nazarene' was mistranslated as 'an inhabitant of the TOWN of Nazareth'. This deficit was repaired during the Crusades by Richard the Lionheart's wife who had the nonexistent town physically (for the first time) built for her own, personal ecclesiastical pleasure. She had them build a history of Nazareth, as well.


  "My name is Mary, too." She was the female equivalent of the Baptist, utterly unconventional. He worried she might be a prostitute but she was not. Her gift was not the same as the Baptist. She did not walk ahead and cry out advertisements of his coming. Instead, she held the heads of crazy people, could look them in the eye, could look them in the soul, and sometimes she succeeded where John could not. It was through Mary's work that John had been accused of witchcraft. She had something. It might have really been witchcraft.


  Where the Baptist was dirty, she was clean. Perhaps that alone was what had kept her alive. It was easier to kill an unkempt, dirty fellow like John the Baptist than it was to kill a clean young girl like Mary Magdalene.


  
"Cleanse your soul symbolically!


After you are dry, KEEP it cleansed!"


  The irony of the Baptist's grooming was not lost on people, that so dirty a fellow, so filthy and bad-smelling a guy should be so much into immersion in water as a symbolic cleansing. He cleanses others and was present with them in the river but, somehow, the road-dirt never left The Baptist's face, hair, and camel hair clothes.


  It was great theatre, his loud booming, sincere voice. John smiled at the memory that even the fish got baptized. NOBODY on the riverbank could resist his invitation and everyone so refreshed by his immersion felt indeed reborn. At least for that day, some for their whole lives.


  People somehow assumed the two Johns were first cousins and a story about that took hold. It was hard to squelch such rumors.


  It was more than a thousand years later when John had put words to this concept. The words were in Latin but today in English would come out as, 'History hates a vacuum'. So now he had a cousin, a mother, God as a father, stepfather as a carpenter, was totally without sin. He even had a preadolescent adventure, lecturing the priests in the synagogue during his bar mitzveh.


  Some of his other false attributes, even those written down, had been erased from history: he had once, as a child (so the story went) made clay birds which, when they dried, came to life and could fly away.


  Sometimes true stories had been erased: once a man had earnestly asked John why a loving God would send some people -- even sinners -- to Hell for eternity and John had responded that certainly there was no Hell, for a loving God would not allow such a place and he certainly would not send anyone there, for any reason.


  And the man had then asked, And what of Heaven? Again, John echoed his master and smilingly asked, "And why would you assume a Heaven or Hell? Why would you want either one of them?" He broadly indicated the surroundings with his hand to the man and said, "Here is enough Heaven for you. If you create evil or negative thoughts and acts, it is also Hell. Which do you prefer? Heaven or Hell? Dwelling on such a contrived mental problem as this creates a sort of a needless Hell-on-Earth, does it not?"


  A couple of stories carried over almost unaltered. One day John had turned over the tables of the money changers at the temple. But it was cheating foreigners not aware of current rates of exchange. But word of this got around.


  Yet, that story had been corrupted, too, for John had set up his own currency exchange tables at a much lower rate and he had taken away all the business and put all the competitors out of business. He had truly 'overturned' the tables of the other money changers. But the people working at his tables were orphans, old and abandoned people, cripples.


  His sermons became corrupted by time and entropy, twisted into political rhetoric for the sake of increasingly dogmatic religion which evolved as a tool for a European-wide system of power-wielding despots.


  More often than not a symbolic parable he told was converted into a concrete version. Turning water into wine at a wedding, mere slight of hand magic, mere literal conversion of liquids, fell way short of the overarching truth of converting a stupefying alcohol into a spiritual feeling. He had told a story about a garden-variety drunken wedding party, that the sodden guests, though drinking alcohol, were really just drinking a nonspiritual drink, that there COULD be a conversion of some sort, that the carnal wedding party could be a SPIRITUAL wedding party. There! That was something to celebrate.


  He liked the symbolism of water and wine and spoke often that he could 'walk on water' but never on wine, that a storm in life was mere water. But over time the story changed into a fisherman's 'whopper' about a storm while in a boat and literally walking on water.


  John's best story was his worst. A rich young nobleman came to him and the adolescent even resembled his long-dead master, The Buddha. He earnestly spoke of having sought out spirituality in this area, then that area. He said his progress seemed to be good, that he was getting ahead, but now was stalled on a plateau and he asked for advice. John did not want to give the answer because he already knew the outcome, but the young man had asked, so John echoed the obvious. He prevaricated only a little, only a tiny amount.


  "If you can do it, even for a year, take leave of your household. Ask your father for a period of grace. Tell him it would be good for you to learn how to manage this financial legacy by doing fully without money for a single year. After the year is over you can return to the wealth and know fully well that it does not own you, that you can survive without it."


  That story made it into the Bible, not so much altered but another, similar story did not and that story was a favorite of John.


  Another young man, this time a down-on-his-luck wastrel, a ne'er do well, a beggar, a thief, a lazy good for nothing asked John how he might change for the better. This was harder, much harder, for there are many, many such people all over the face of the Earth and change, for them, is almost impossible. Here, Mary Magdalene was able to help when neither John nor The Baptist could. The young man soon was head over heels in love and by the time he left was now fully cured of whatever affliction causes such nonsense to occur in a young man. But the cure was not from John, so the story was cut.


  ALMA MATER


  Funding five universities was not cheap. It just happened. John did not consciously plan to do this. He guessed it was some sort of natural move that he would cycle among the five, a decade at each, musical chairs, musical academic chairs. Sometimes musical academic chairmanships if he made department head.


  One was Catholic and there the Our Mother (alma mater) made a lot of sense. The female connection to Mary (not Magdalene) intrigued him so, as not just a retinue of lesser gods but as fellow-traveler, a goddess for women.


  When religion converted to monotheism, the females all lost out as the single deity became a male. The cult of Mary and her attendant Saints partially filled this vacuum so that women could pray to their own more personal gender.


  He missed that no end. It used to be that if a guy were, say, a blacksmith, that he had his own personal god. Vulcan (also known as Hephaestus) understood, whacking away with a heavy hammer all day at a hot forge, arm weary with rheumatism. Lazy apprentices, bad charcoal, nobles who did not pay on time. Sparks and cinders burning your hair. Only Vulcan knew. There was a god a blacksmith could pray to.


  And if you were a farmer, then you could pray to Demeter -- or Ceres -- about those pesky crows, too much rain (or too little), blight and rabbits. The cereal you produced and ate was a direct connection to Our Lady Ceres and you could and should daily, with each and every chew, thank her and pray to her.


  The fisherman had Poseidon (also known as Neptune) and, for some unknown reason, this same god was kept by horse tamers, for Poseidon held sway over both oceans and also equestrian pursuits. Horses were midway between Earthly life and some magical land where the creatures were mystical and heavenly. They did not talk back, but they could listen. You could pray to Poseidon while riding, while grooming the horse, while attending the birth of a foal. A man kneeled in reverence at the fetlock in gratitude, for to ride a horse was to fly like the gods.


  When the world had converted to monotheism women lost out entirely, for the new single god had been depicted as male. A few cults said otherwise, but, for the most part, the idea of a single female deity lost out to the more prevalent idea that males ran Earth and Heaven and Hell. To make it worse, the females were blamed for 'original sin'. John always had to shake his head in disbelief. What a crock. What a total, fucking load of shit.


  So, when Catholic women began to pray to Mary, John was pleased and he was sure that Mary herself would have been good with the idea herself, though she never did seek that kind of attention, fame, or adoration. He missed her no end. Such a friend. Such a savior of the lost. That part they got right.


  So, a decade at each would put him on a fifty year cycle. He had to worry now, though, about his appearance because there were yearbooks with photographs. The fifty year gap would assure that even young faculty members and young employees would not recognize him, for certainly all of them would have either died or at least be retired.


  He found it easy to forge and insinuate false curriculum vitae and resumes and academic credentials with each transition. Today, in this age of computers, it was actually easier to do than in the past. Even now, after being here only three years, he was ready for the next move. Everything was already at the ready for the planned move and he also had emergency, contingency plans for an abrupt relocation.


  His various bank accounts surpassed several billion dollars. That was an ongoing thing and was mostly in the hands of brokerage houses. From time to time he intervened but mostly he did not, just monitored.


  But things were never static and he knew DNA and fingerprints and not just photographs but facial recognition software would put him at risk for recognition. To that end he made plans a couple of centuries earlier. He had hired a stage magician to advise him and he was amazed how sleight of hand had advanced since he had made use of this technique as a charlatan holy man. There were playing card tricks, for instance.


  The magician had shown him how to use body doubles, impostors. He had also learned about aging make up. John sometimes took day trips to the other universities he funded, arriving as an older man with facial hair, different hair length, different hair color, with glasses, of course. He wore inconspicuous shoes that made him two inches taller and padding made him fat. Tanning lotion gave his face and the back of his hands a swarthy bronze complexion. And he spoke in a high, squeaky voice. For him, it was easier than pie to speak with a German, Russian, French, Spanish, Italian accent to further disguise his voice.


  The movie industry's aging techniques had improved to the point where silicon facial applications could produce jowls, noses, chins that no one could detect as false, even upon close examination.




  YEAR FOUR (of ten)


  Hegel-Schmegel


  Singh was delighted at John returning to see him. The Fall classes for the next year at school were beginning now and most of the teachers were busy at preparations, but John continued seeing Singh. He had phoned first and Singh told him to come right over, that he was currently free.


  "The thing is, I really LIKE Christianity, but I'm constantly drawn to the other, old religions."


  Singh nodded and asked, "And what, particularly, draws you to this?" He broadly indicated the office room of the chapel, meaning Christianity.


  "It's the goodness that was created out of falsehood."


  "Whoa! Now you got me. 'Falsehood'?"


  "Yeah, I know in my heart of hearts about half -- if not more -- of the basis of Christianity is based on exaggeration, myth, outright lies. I know about the historical inaccuracies, the impossibilities, the falling-into-place aspect of it all as a means of power and compromise and -- sometimes -- pure evil."


  "That's a tough compromise, John. Still faithful? It sounds like you've made a deal with the devil."


  John nodded. "Let me explain a little. I know about Hegel. He said you could take absolute crap and weave it into a nice, internally consistent, good, positive package. He said you could start with dirt and make diamonds. You could turn lemons into lemonade. He said you could turn the devil into god with enough time. In modern context -- according to cosmologists -- you can take the vacuum of nothingness and create a universe."


   "Education is the art of making man ethical."
-- Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel


  "So, every time you see a flaw in Christianity, you forgive the error and continue venerating it. Okay. So, do you worship God, Jesus, or Christianity?"


  "I didn't say I 'worship' Christianity. I just recognize its flawed origins and errors in the past and present, but I can go with that. Jesus said to forgive and I certainly do, not just transgressors but transgressant Christianity. It's okay and although there is conflict -- and I don't mean 'surface conflict' -- I mean very deep, core conflict, I can gloss over the contradictions. The contradictions are just a stumbling block, not a road block."


  "In other words -- if you will let me put words in your mouth as a sort of summary -- you just like it. Period. Forgive its faults. Sounds like the definition of love, John."


  John nodded. "And you have to love yourself, too, flaws and all."


  "So."


  "So."


  Singh waited a second then tested a hypothesis. "You're in love with Christianity, but have not been as faithful to the Faith as a man is faithful to a wife. You have been sleeping around, John, with pretty young girls. The other religions to you are just a tryst, a dalliance out of wedlock."


  

Tanit


  John blew out. The connection stunned him. Even if it was not exactly an accurate portrayal, he felt admiration of Singh's analogy.


  "Another way to look at it, all right."


  "The Hegel thing, John, we studied it in seminary. If he is right and if your analysis of Christianity based on this Hegelism is right, that means the faith has been on a roll, an upward bound roll. It has been expanding, getting better, becoming more vibrant. Its level of goodness has increased over time. Is that what you see, that Christianity is leading to a pinnacle? Maybe you see a point at which you will eventually have to commit. Perhaps you are afraid of losing your old 'girlfriends'. Wife found out, did she? Put her foot down? And now you are reluctant to give them up. You want to have your cake and eat it, too."


  When they said their goodbyes, they even made plans to meet again. As John walked back to the history building he mulled over what they had discussed and he was in admiration for Singh's skills. He had to find a way to tell him, but did not know how.


  How do you participate in a religion as a follower of it when, in fact, that religion is all centered about you? Pray to yourself? What?



  John could hear The Buddha laughing. Quite often they had shared jokes and jests and puns and so forth. Many a time both had laughed so hard their sides hurt.


  "No more! No more! Oh, this laughter has added a decade to my life." Gautama's face suddenly went blank as he looked at John. "How many centuries has this good laughter added to your life, Pupil?"


  The head of the insurrection (on a platter)


  The legatus journeyed from Rome to lay down the law for Pontius Pilate and now they spoke of it. Pilate related local details to explain his actions and nonactions.


  "Occasionally the Egyptian brothers and sisters marry each other, especially their royalty," said the legatus. "They have done this for twenty generations, so I do not see the problem with Herod marrying the widow of his brother."


  "I see no problem, either," replied Pontius Pilate, "but the Jews have different laws and they find it as repulsive as we do for the Egyptians marrying their sibling." He added more after thinking. "Or those damn Greeks and their story of Oedipus tricked into marrying his own mother." He shuddered.


  "Is she good looking?" the legatus asked.


  Pilate nodded and confirmed, "Yes, it may be envy and jealousy. Both are wealthy, too. The marriage is a natural move and their religion is bounded and confined and restrained by every which kind of ancient complicated rule."


  "The unwashed loud mouth, The Baptist, whose booming voice can be heard in the grain markets of Rome had been bellyaching about the marriage. Normally, not a real problem, just grumbling, but the Jews are worried about a revolt. They are presently unstable and a power show would be the next move."


  "'Power show'?"


  "They will probably execute The Baptist. If so, Rome will 'stay out of local politics'."


  "It may stir up an ant's nest of trouble if we do not intervene. Can we 'recommend'?"


  "We could, but if we do I am worried that if we show favoritism, that things might escalate into outright insurrection. Then we would have to intrude with what would appear to be a heavy-handed approach. For example, the holy man that The Baptist shills for, the other John, that Yeshua person, he might be brought into this matter."


  "Couldn't The Baptist just be flogged?"


  "No. Beheaded. Flogging would just make him more vocal. They asked for Roman crucifixion but I told them The Baptist broke no laws of Rome and they would have to use their own courts, their executioner, and that Rome would not be part of this."


  "But beheading! Won't that make him some kind of martyr?"


  "In my opinion, yes. But I'm Roman and I don't care who Herod marries. They -- not us -- are instigating violence and even the rabble, everyone knows this. It is neither Jewish question nor Roman; it is those pigs running the show."


  The Crux of the matter in 32AD


  "There will be neither nails nor crurifragium. This is a symbolic punishment. No spears, arrows. No pelting with rocks. No burning, no NOTHING! Do you understand?"


  

  It was past midnight and Pilate had sent his people to wake and bring the soldier. The decurion kneeled on one knee before Pilate stabilizing himself with the haft of his spear to the ground, its point at attention, straight up. He respectfully answered in Latin that he did understand.


  Pilate punctuated the threat by pairing it with a potential reward. "Put on a good show for the locals and if it goes well and if this 'Christ' survives without injuries I will reward you with a promotion from decurion to centurion.


  The kneeling soldier's eyes grew wide and his nostrils flared, not just out of greed at the offer but the immensity of the offer which conveyed a huge responsibility and some sort of importance of the matter he did not understand. Politics of some sort, but of what he could not guess.


  "They laid out a tomb for him. I'll have them take you there. He will be 'entombed' and you will post a guard. During the night, when no one is around, you will open the vault and let him out. Roll the stone back. Then you can leave. Questions?"


  "Dominus, who will come for him that I will deliver him up?"


  "Kinsmen. Somebody. I'm not sure yet. I will send word to you."


  The soldier got up and began to back out bowing. But, apparently, Pilate wished to speak.


  "Anyone who harms him will himself be crucified." Pilate laughed. "Decurion, has anyone yet ever ordered you to guard the life so well of anyone you have been ordered to crucify?" His eyes twinkled in amusement in the fire light.


  The decurion shook his head No, but did not dare smile at the irony of the jest. "Just remember, if he dies, you die, too, and so do your men." He amended, "and your families, too. Guard him with your life. Any more questions?"


  The decurion hesitated out of respect, but Pilate coaxed him. "Come on. What is it?"


  "Dominus, the people, out on the streets, everyone... On everyone's lips is the desire for this Yeshua, this holy man, to be killed, yet you have given me orders to spare him and, of course, Sir, I will do exactly as you ask, yet it is that you DO ask me to crucify him. I... I am perplexed."


  "It is simple. I will explain. The holy man cured my daughter. I am grateful to him. To him and the witch, that Mary. They gave me back my daughter and for that I cannot punish him no matter what the Sandhedron demands. If I had my way about it our lives here as Roman soldiers keeping the peace would be much, much easier if we could crucify a half dozen of THOSE rascals. But I can't. Understand?"


  "Thank you, Sir, for explaining. I am, of course, silent on this knowledge. I have a daughter, too."


  "The case against Yeshua is that the death of The Baptist was not enough of a symbol to punctuate Herod's ruthlessness. He figures no one, no power group, no voice at all will dare criticize him with this second show of power. These holy men, the Baptist and Yeshua, are just caught up in a power play, both of them innocent, lambs to the slaughter, both of them. That is what people called him -- 'The Lamb of God'. We arrested him earlier today. His trial is tomorrow. I'm still going to offer Rome's clemency, Rome's justice." He paused a bit, then asked his soldier, "And what, generally, do you think about crucifixions?"


  "A harsh punishment, but useful as an object lesson. Generally, Sir, most of the men do not mind performing them, for we are given to know the crimes. Last month it was that man who raped and tortured a woman. We kept him alive three days. No one regrets crucifying such an animal. Her family thanked us. This punishment keeps would-be felons in check, I am sure of it. I was stationed in Syria for two years where for that duration we were ordered to hold back punishment and the crime rate soared. Here, under your rule, no one dares even pilfer an apple in the market. It is safer here than downtown Rome."


  "Thank you. I keep it that way for the richest, for the poorest, for everyone. Most of the men so punished by crucifixion have brought about their own death. They have gone through life asking to be crucified by their behavior, so I, too, feel no remorse in dispatching any such devil."


  "Once, Sir, I did knowingly execute an innocent man, but was ordered to do so. I asked forgiveness of the doomed prisoner before his death and afterward, too."


  "Did he forgive you, then?"


  The decurion nodded gravely. "But I found it hard to forgive myself."


  "That is the way of it for me also. And that is why you are here tonight."


  Arrest in 32AD


  John was sick at heart, for he had just seen the severed head of his cousin, The Baptist. The head had been impaled on a pike, placed so that everyone could see. For those who could read a sign had been affixed to the pole also and, for emphasis, two guards stood armed on either side. The guards looked uneasy, since many people passing, once they recognized whose head was being displayed expressed shock, themselves displaying outrage at this symbolic injustice. People knew what was going on. The entertaining Baptist had done nothing wrong!


  One of the young Roman soldiers, a boy of sixteen, showed fear on his face that some passer by might lash out at him or want to take down the head in reverence for decent burial. But Pilate knew his work when he had selected the youthful soldier. Here, too, was a symbol. The boy's presence so much as said, "This is not Rome's work! We do this unwillingly."


  The trial of the Baptist had lasted not but a few sentences of concocted testimony, paid for out of Herod's own pocket. The witnesses? Three random winos selected from the gutter. They had not even gotten strangers. Everyone knew these losers, shameless beggars, 'retired' thieves.


  For a show, Herod now had Yeshua sent before Pilate, but Pilate put on his trial in the open. He wanted all to see.


  Jail in 33AD


  John had spent the night in the dungeon but he was none the worse for wear. During the night he had reflected on his master and calmed himself. His body was now in full tune with any possible mischief and his spirit was resolved for execution.


  
How could an obscure execution evolve into such a world-wide movement?


  His guard during the arrest process had passed the Baptist on the pole and John said his goodbye to the strange man who had so helped him. Even in death the Baptist's head had a smile and the eyes were crinkled into a knowing jest, half open, not yet occluded, and they looked down at John. One of the soldiers spoke as they passed, "It is almost as though he might speak."


  To keep him from being assassinated while in prison, Pilate's decurion himself did the guarding. He brought with him from his own house food and drink for two so that there would be no risk of poisoning. He spoke with the prisoner, but did not relate his orders from Pilate regarding the details of the possible forthcoming execution.


  After arresting John, as soon as they got to the cell, the decurion sat outside the cell and passed half his food through the bars of the little room. He put a small wooden table up next to the bars, then lit an oil lamp for the table.


  "Do you know what your crime is?"


  John shook his head.


  "Apparently, you are in the way."


  John nodded.


  "Your death makes an excellent diversion and the people will be focused so on your execution that they will for a time not even see the larger political picture."


  "I am a diversion."


  "We all like to think we are special, even the notorious among us. Even the bad people see themselves as significant."


  John shrugged. "We each play our role on this stage, even the background players. The audience watches the story and even the lamb led to slaughter speeds the plot along."


  "It is an apt analogy, that reference of yours to a play. I want to point out something of it from the playwright for whom I work. In the play the audience sees the lamb being killed and it is as though he really is killed, but it is a play and there is no real death."


  He looked intently at John as he said this while pouring him some wine from a jug. John thought he understood the decurion, wanted to ask for definite corroboration of this enigmatic circumlocution, but held back his question.


  "...Qui a nobis Galli apellantur"


  "You are not even Jewish, much less a Rabbi. No wonder they want you dead."


  "How...?"


  "I saw you when arrested. My soldiers are not observant, but I noticed that you were not circumcised, an impossible combination of attributes. Also, I was stationed among the Galli and the shape of your head, your blue eyes: you are a Gaul."


  Trial


  It was early in the day but already Rome's daily legal business was well under way. Scribes earnestly recorded this or that statement from merchant, lawyer, priest, other scribes. The Latin was not Egyptian Heiroglyph, but the job description of scribe carried some of the reverence for Egypt's god Thoth, part messenger, part legatus, some equivalent legal Roman god.


  It was as though records were never written down in such detail as a legal record for mere mankind -- so it must be written down as a record for the gods. No one actually ever READ the records -- they were all stored and eventually thrown away. It was the act of writing them down that sanctified the procedures, as though to say for the sake of those being judged that the act of record keeping punctuated the crime, the punishment, the power and might of Rome.


  John reflected now thousands of years later that the written records had been discarded, lost as irrelevant. The transcription in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John was as close to what happened as we have.


  Pilate had a skill set very advanced beyond what was necessary as an administrator and his slaves and free men knew, almost without thinking, how their benefactor would act, what he would say. After being with him for several years, most of them could have ruled in his place without him being present had he been absent.


  Interrogation


  "It is said you claim to be the son of God, so now in public, before this court, I ask you formally: do you claim to be the son of God."


  John stood alone facing Pilate, but members of the opposition nearby heard every word, HOW it was worded, and Pilate's tone, a tone which almost accused the accusers.


  "I have said every man and woman can be as the child of God. Who do you think I am?"


  Pilate did not answer immediately. He thought over the question. John's question was more rhetorical, not a trap. But Pilate went on record, though his words were later erased by history. "In that sense, I, too, am a son of God. In that sense, so are you and so is everyone who said you blasphemed when you said that. In that sense EVERYBODY is a child of God."


  He paused and let that sink in that John was innocent of that charge, at least.


  "Did you propose and advocate injury to Caesar's army, myself, this office, or speak badly of anything at all regarding Rome, perhaps the occupation or even any individual soldiers?"


  Three soldiers who had been helped by John almost shouted their support and Pilate could see them held in check only by their military discipline. He had heard the stories and one he knew, a man lately freed from the despair of wine.


  "No. I have spoken no word against Caesar, Rome, you, your office, soldiers, or even taxes."


  Everyone, including Pilate, including all spectators, laughed because not a single person in the Mideast including Caesar himself, everyone in Rome itself, Pilate himself, all the Jews, the very trees and clouds in the sky complained about Rome's taxes.


  It had been the proper thing to say, for the tone of the trial was now in denouement. The accused was to all present already fully innocent of all charges. No rational, reasonable man could fine him or find him guilty or hold him. A reasonable trial would now examine those who brought up the charges and try to uncover the motives. What were the motives? The everyday people present in the crowd now asked themselves why was this holy man even accused. What hidden power play was behind the scenes? Intrigues of the ruling classes were entertainment for the lower class unless, of course, you were caught up in the violence yourself.


  But the Sanhedron who represented Herod and his court could not look like fools and they shouted for SOME sort of punishment. They screamed spittle, tore vocal chords, in their enthusiasm for whipping.


  Pilate had seen sailors whipped completely to death or half to death which was followed a few days later by death. It was like being burned. You lasted a few days, but there was no getting well. For that reason, he always limited that punishment to a single stripe, at most three. Even three stripes put a man out of commission for a week and the trio of lashes left a set of scars visible for a lifetime.


  Children were sometimes cained across the buttocks, painful and humiliating, but transient for this punishment did not leave scars, just temporary, painful black and blue bruises.


  But half the crowd at the trial wanted John freed and the other half now demanded even more of a punishment. The two factions at the trial used John as a pawn in their political power play.


  "Scourge him! Scourge him!" The whipped up crowd grew ugly and would not be appeased by mere whipping. They now demanded the far worse punishment.


  The scourge was a type of whip that had diabolic, pointed lead weights and fish hooks entertwined and knotted within the individual leather lashes. Each stroke of the multiple thongs would flay the victim down to the bone, exposing muscle, ribs, backbone, bones of the hands, cheek bones. Several lash strokes removes ears, eyes, lips, half the scalp. Arteries spurt, blue veins seeped, and the victim usually went into grateful shock, dead on his feet. Clumps of removed hair, scalp, and meat would be reintroduced, glued back down in the wrong location by the chance redeposit of lash, randomly across the torso to stick obscenely out of place.


  Here, Pilate saw his opening and motioned for his soldiers to remove John for punishment.


  "Here! Do it here!" clamored a lawyer for Herod.


  Pilate ignored him and made eye contact with his decurion who took the cue. He now led John back to the holding cells for prisoners.


  When they were completely alone, while walking the dark tunnel to the dungeon, the decurion spoke to John. John was still frightened, shaking and quivering as he walked. It did not help that the soldier's voice echoed and reverberated as they descended into hell.


  But, in contrast to the doom, the soldier spoke in a cheery tone. "I always get hungry before flaying to death an innocent man. Do you care to eat with me? We will spend an hour before your baptism and reappearance."


  "'Baptism'?"


  "Thought I would smear you up with some blood. I visited the butcher shop." He indicated a jug of semicongealed cow blood. "There is a little skin and meat, too. I used to train newly conscripted troops this way to ready them for the stench of battle. On this I can assure you I am an artist. We will douse your body and I will affix a robe to you and it will stick to your skin. You will look like hell. You will look like a dead man still walking. You will stumble and if you are a decent actor, decent men will look away."


  "It is not decent men we have to fool."


  The decurion smiled. "I will fool God himself with this passion play and history and ALL mankind. Hell! I will even fool you!"


  They ate bread and wine, a fitting symbolic feast, the altar of Dionysus that so enraged the traditional monotheists.


  "God said, 'Abraham, kill me a son!'

Abe said, 'Man, you must be putting me on!'

God said, 'You can do what you like but next time you see me you better run!'" 
-- Bob Dylan



  These same men waited outside for their own bacchanal orgy of death for John. Theirs was an altar of death, a sacrifice, forgetting Jehovah's admonition to Abraham about his son Isaac, that mankind did not EVER have to sacrifice their sons, EVER!, on any kind of altar, for any reason.


  The Jewish God said it was wrong and not necessary for men to sacrifice their children.


Unfortunately, we did not listen -- we still sacrifice our kids on the altar of war.


  As John remembered this painful interlude in his life it struck him that although Christendom DID accept the idea that Christ's sacrifice was for mankind, Christendom DID NOT accept the idea that they no longer had to sacrifice their sons on bloody altars like Isaac, for we still had wars, and all the more obscenely even holy wars, and young men were slaughtered like so many lambs, so many sheep. Jehovah's lesson to mankind about human sacrifice via Abraham/Isaac went unheeded and so did John's superhuman symbolic sacrifice for all mankind also go unheeded in this sense. No preacher, living or dead, ever said, "He died for your sins, so don't make war, assholes!"


  

Lorica & scutum



  The evening before his arrest John and his disciples had dinner in an Upper Room and there, too, had partaken of bread and wine. There had been no Catholic cleric yet, of course, to proclaim 'transubstantiation', so this final meal with the jailer, this REAL Last Supper, at least, was free of any preChristian religious symbolism. John had eaten lightly the night before, but now found it difficult to even swallow any food with the decurion. Yet, he drank the whole bottle of wine and it stupified him for he still felt more like Isaac.


  He invoked his long-dead master in times like these and said to himself jovially in submission (like a pirate), "Arghhh! They never thought about the small self-sacrifices of personal discipline to affect a good outcome. Sacrificing another or many others in a war is very much as theft, certainly as murder."


  The Buddha was dead but, for John, still always there. He acted as interlocutor and now put in, "It is as though mankind argues with this Monotheistic 'good god' and says: 'You are wrong! From time to time we need war, evil, sacrifice, and because of that, we defy your injunction!'"


  The soldier kept John's mind from wandering in fear. "I always do battlefield injuries AFTER lunch, so, for that reason I hope your stomach is taut, for some have been known to lose their lunch from the gore." He accidentally spilled a portion of this overflowing wooden bucket of horrible-smelling, semicongealed blood. At this prompting, and from tension and fear and excitement, John did, in fact, vomit his entire lunch.


  "Excellent! I make use of the environment. Verisimilitude!" The decurion used John's intended robe as a sponge to clean up the vomit. "No, don't clean your beard. Leave some disgusting flecks there. The yocals will be enthralled. Mixed with blood, your beard so wretched, I will also mix in some dirt from the ground -- to show how you fell. Your eyes will shine as though from tears."


  John had to laugh at the soldier's good mood as he was caught up in his own deception. A disgusting rope of drool on John's mouth made him appear so dejected, but for the moment, the tableau was ruined as he laughed.


  "Here. Watch this." The decurion dipped his right hand into the cow blood and, while making a face of false, humorous disgust, as though flinching, flicked his fingers onto himself, across his own face and his leather chest plate. The blood splats showed on his face and the white linen shirt. "I whipped you so hard and was so close to my work that splatter got me, too. Oh, you must be in pain, holy man."


  
"The world needs your blood today, Holy man."


"Holy man, the world of today needs your blood."


  
John tentatively also reached into the crock and smeared himself gingerly, anointing his own scalp with a self-baptism. His cousin would have helped and joined in the humor had he been present. Baptism in blood, not water. 


  His stomach, now empty, calmed down and the fleeing nausea also took away his fear. Using his forefinger as a paint brush, John made a cross of blood on his forehead. 


  While so self-baptising himself with blood john commented, "The world needs my blood."


  "It is lamb's blood. You are washed in the blood of a lamb and later -- when they reverse their blood-thirsty thoughts -- they will feel remorse and think of YOU as the lamb being led to slaughter, perhaps for their stupidity."


  John shook his head. "I like your analogy, but stupidity is not sin."


  "It isn't? Then what the hell is?"


  The robe went on sticky and clung to his bloody body and no one but a demon would have required its removal for imagination visualized proof of the punishment more than anyone's own eyes ever could.


  "You are ready for your stage call. Let me see you limp. No, that's wrong -- stumble a little. You still have a bounce in your step. Even I will look tired. Whipping is cursed hard work. There, you have it now. Pretend you are one of those winos you have not yet cured. Oh, that's it -- drag your left foot sideways and do not swing the right arm at all. Perfect!"


  They stood in the wings waiting for their lines and it struck John that this was just like a stage play and he had to make his face blank, otherwise a slight smile would have erupted. He looked to the decurion and the man looked grim, grim, grim. A soldier does his duty, that face said, no matter how disagreeable. But his face conveyed more than that. The disagreeable nature of his duty was NOT in meting out the horrible punishment, but in having to deal with such low cloacal street sewage like John. People would see his stern but fair face and say, "Now, there is Caesar's own proper soldier."


  And The Buddha would have laughed so hard saying, "Now, there is humanity's own proper soldier."


  Barabas


  The decurion knew Barabas, for the thief had been arrested more than once. Had baseball been invented, the soldier would have referenced it, but said in Latin something very similar. "Three strikes and you're out."


  

  "The people love me too much. I have friends in the crowd," he said knowingly.


  The decurion looked at Barabas and something in the certainty of his claim sounded altogether too much like a done-deal. He thought a moment, then agreed. Of course! It was customary to release one prisoner on this occasion. Since John would be executed for certain, then for certain Barabas would go free. The thief knew his odds and the craft of his profession as thief.


  "Holy man, if they let you go, would you die in my place?"


  John nodded and asked, "If they let you go, would YOU die in MY place?"


  Barabas shook his head. "I'm sorry, Rabbi, but you are a goner."


  John nodded, smiled at the humor of it, not really having hoped for self-sacrifice from a confirmed sinner. But Barabas was not entirely without humanity.


  "Rabbi, I'll come to your funeral and will even steal some flowers for your grave."


  Both decurion and John smiled at his offer. You could never stay mad at such a pleasant sinner. It was certain the crowd would let Barabas go. He was more trickster than thief. And tricksters have as much of a role in God's own Passion Play as does the Lamb of God, or the devil.


  "You will help move the action of the play along and the spectators in the audience will move you off the stage."


  Ecce homo


  They visited the latrine before going out on stage. The decurion relieved himself, then winced, while looking straight at John. He reached down and grabbed a handful of fresh human excrement and smeared it on the inside of John's leg, fowling his sandal and foot. "You pooped yourself, you naughty boy."


  John heard actual inhalations of horror as he limped out to meet final judgment. There was vomit and blood in his beard. The blood-splattered decurion yanked the loudly-rattling chains to bring the reluctant sinner to justice. He left not just footprints of blood, but his sandals actually squished, covered with blood, urine, and human feces. There were bloody particles of lamb-meat stuck to his hair and every spectator knew for certain that the bloody robe covered exposed bloody and boney yellow ribs, shredded blue veins, white sinews, cables of tendons. The horror of it hushed the now-entertained, blood-thirsty crowd. But the smell and sight of blood called for more blood.


  The crowd was not moved to pity when they beheld him, but when he came out they, as one, cried out in Latin to 'behold the man' -- "Ecce homo. Crucify him! Impale him!"


  As if in a play, as if already preordained, the crowd magnanimously freed Barabas. His manacles were taken off and like a comic actor he rubbed his sore wrists and made an elaborately ornate bow to the crowd. The crowd roared approval and as they were all the more with Barabas they were now also all the more against the poor Rabbi. The other two condemned men were of no account, just along for the ride, dead no matter how the crowd swayed.


  "Can you get these men off?" he implored in a quiet tone.


  Pilate shook his head slightly and answered as a ventriloquist, barely moving his lips. "These men absolutely need execution for the good of all. They are both too dangerous to let live. They, on either side of you, will punctuate the spectacle and their own true deaths are necessary for your own to be convincingly true."


  The decurion took charge of the detail and off they marched to the execution site. John carried his own crossbar as did the other criminals. Half the crowd dispersed; half followed. The distance was not too far but the three men faltered under the sun, the weights of the beams, the chains, and especially the whips to coax them along.


  There were also hurled rocks and hurled insults. One of the many rocks being thrown had hit a soldier and he yelled, "Hey!" and cuffed the thrower. The decurion needed to thin the crowd some more and took this opportunity.


  "You, you, and you! All you unruly louts, go home now. Go home now or risk being arrested. My arm is not too tired yet." He removed his own helmet while saying this threat in order to wipe his brow, then put back on the Roman red-plumed head gear as though to ready himself for more violence.


  Twenty more dropped out of the crowd and now he only had die-hard execution fans. Among those were some selling food and water and wine. Without customers, they, too, would go home.


  Golgatha (place of the skullduggery)



  The uprights of the intended crosses were already vertically in place. They could be used as gallows or pillories, too. Sometimes a condemned man was sentenced to be chained, then left to die of thirst. It was not just crucifixions this hill was used for.


  The decurion, while walking, made his way closer to John. He whispered when close enough.


  "You are so weak, so tired that you stumble now and fall to the ground. You try to arise, try to once again carry the beam, but cannot, even though I kick and curse you. After several tries I give up and get you a helper."


  John slipped. He really did slip, but he let the small skid turn into a misstep that felled him and the beam loudly, resoundingly clunked his skull and the people in the crowd went "oh" in sympathy. The decurion turned back to hear what the holdup was. At first he just stopped to wait for John to arise and he watched as John tried to do so. On one knee the beam was too heavy for him to lift and the crowd could see he would never get it to the shoulder, but the decurion coaxed John with a mighty kick. And he did not hold back, either. It was a mighty kick and John was seemingly too tired to evade its power and just lay there.


  "You!" The decurion pointed at one of the bystanders. "Pick up that wood," he pointed. An old man named Joseph did the heavy lifting. There was true symbolism -- the old man being stronger than the young, condemned rabbi. Another man gave John a hand up and he stumbled on after.


  There was method to this miniature vignette. A criminal too weak to walk to his own death was too boring to watch being executed. Several more spectators dropped out.


  The three condemned men arrived exhausted and the decurion's men began with the two lesser garden-variety criminals.


  The soldiers were skillful in their practiced moves and began tying the criminals, the left, the right, and John in the center.


  "Remember what I told you: no nail pay today." The decurion made a pun, for soldiers were paid daily with a coin, with a 'solidus', a solid coin, and that, of course, is where we today get our word for soldier. But in addition to the daily pay, soldiers also got extra money for certain customary payment. One such extra was 'nail pay' for repairing their sandals on a long march. The soles of their military foot gear was studded with nails on the bottom to make the leather last longer.


  The way he said it, though, was to repeat (if necessary) that none of the condemned today would be nailed to their crosses, just tied. Sometimes they were tied; sometimes nailed -- hanging in excruciating pain just from the nails, other times nailed and tied. Today it was tie only. But he had prearranged with his men that they must today put on a good show, kill the outer two men, then rescue the center man when no one was around.


  The men had never been so ordered before but certainly knew about whimsical military orders and hefted the three coins each they had been given. One of them asked the decurion in fear, "Dominus, is it possible all of our silences might be bought in a PERMANENT manner?" He indicated the other soldiers.


  The decurion shook his head and honestly answered, "That thought crossed my mind, too. I hope not. The only thing for us to do is to spend our money immediately so they -- in that case -- will not, at least, get it back. So we will make a tavern extra-merry, I think."


  The man smiled wryly and got on with his work.


  "We started a bit late in the day for this sort of thing, don't you think?" asked a younger soldier.


  "Not for the day itself so much, but it is late in the week."


  "The week? How do you mean?"


  "The locals have their religion and fear to have an ongoing execution spill over onto Saturn's own day, for, to them, Saturday is their weekly holy day and they do not want to offend their god."


  "Are they ashamed of the execution before their god, then?"


  He shrugged. "Might be. Perhaps they do not like to offend their deity with bodily functions, either."


  "What?"


  The old soldier was playing with the young recruit. "They don't piss, shit, or fuck on their holy day, don't eat, drink, or even breathe. That's why we will have to buy tomorrow's food tonight, because they will not sell you any tomorrow."


  But the young recruit was correct about the hour of the day and although he was not adept in executions he knew from general knowledge that none of the men would die of their own accord before sundown. That is why the soldiers performed crurifragium, hastening death by sledge-hammering the victim's bones. Usually that meant a quick and merciful head blow. Other times, to punish in a more cruel manner, they would break thighs, shins, ribs, arms, and the condemned went into shock in just a minute and died within five minutes. Other times, unless prohibited, someone would thrust a spear into the man, sometimes transfixing him to the upright through the torso. If through heart or lungs, that also netted a quicker death.


  In Rome, heinous criminals sometimes lasted a week. Relatives, meaning well (but actually causing more pain) would sometimes sneak water to the condemned man. The Romans never forbade this, for the agony was extended.


  It was 'passion' the Romans loved. Their word for feeling intensely, 'patior' was a deponent verb, passive in form but active in nature. To Romans of that time 'feeling' was not something you did, nor something that was done to you; it was something you chose to do. You were not the recipient of the action; you participated in your death as a main perpetrator. 


   PATIOR  /ˈpa.ti.or/, [ˈpa.ti.ɔr]: allow,
    permit, acquiesce,
    suffer,
    undergo,
    endure


  For centuries, for millenia, John's followers spoke in glowing terms of the anointed one's passion, the Passion of the Christ. Somehow, over the years, the concept of intense feeling had been transformed to devotion. Devotion to what? John sometimes wondered. To duty? No. They spoke of salvation, now, by John of everyone, for everyone, that he felt passion to save us.


  But in reality, the lofty ecclesiastical concept was lower than dirt.


  "You can't break the ropes. Don't even try. And quit moaning. If you want me to, I will release you painlessly and quickly. Tell me when you are ready."


  The criminal on the left looked like a criminal, as though he had been cast for the role. The decurion looked up at him. "Want some wine? You can have the whole jug. I'll hold it for you."


  "I have to pee."


  "There I can't help you. Just go ahead and do it." He stepped back. The sun was starting to sink and a few die-hard execution spectators were still there at the bottom of the hill. The decurion motioned one of his men to approach. When the soldier got close the decurion quietly ordered the man to approach the small crowd.


  "Tell them we are selling the clothes. Say we will sell all the cloth for three denarii."


  "So much as that? It's high."


  "I want it high to discourage the sale. I want them to go away."


  The man nodded and told the crowd. As expected, several of them left and now there were only a handful.


  "That woman. I saw her with The Baptist. She must be the Rabbi's woman, maybe his sister or something. Go bring her to me."


  The soldier escorted Mary Magdalene up to the small hill just to the foot of the crosses. John looked down at her. She saw him as half dead, but he was alert, though frazzled by the jug of wine, the trial, the fear, by events.


  "When I take them down I am taking this center Rabbi to a tomb. If you will accompany me you may wash the body and prepare it for burial."


  She nodded, knowing something out of the ordinary was up, just not sure what. John had heard this, opened his eyes, and met her gaze. He gave an almost imperceptible nod of his head and she suddenly saw he was not all that bad mentally or physically. Abruptly, she figured out what was up and her face briefly lit up.


  The sun was half down, the top half of its disk over the horizon. One of the criminals began moaning this was his last sundown. The decurion stepped behind the crosses and motioned two of his men who met him. Quietly he handed two lengths of small gauge rope. The men went behind the criminals on either side of the center cross. The crosses had wooden horizontals inset two feet off the ground at the back. The soldiers each mounted the standing pegs, looped the ropes at the same time around the necks of the condemned men and strangled them. They were weak and did not resist or struggle or make noise.


  At the bottom of the hill three witnesses continued to watch. "Quintus, you do the Rabbi. Make it look good. Rabbi, it might be good if you struggle some."


  "The others did not even quiver."


  "Nevertheless."


  It took a minute and John thrashed about.


  "Cut them down. Keep it uniformly done, so do not let any one of them thump. Do it as though out of reverence for the dead."


  There was a death wagon and the bodies were laid in the bed. John was put in the center, on the bottom, but it was unnecessary for the witnesses had gone home. The sun was almost down and they did not want to be caught by religious darkness any more than the decurion wanted to be caught by religious light.


  The circular stone door was in the open position, rolled aside and the tomb was at the ready.


  "Lie still, Rabbi. Let my men carry you in. You are dead, remember?" John, though partially obscured, kept his eyes on the path behind and the three crosses receded as they jostled along the bumpy ruts of the road. Mary walked among the decurion's ten men.


  After they had laid John in the tomb they rolled the circular stone door in its groove. It was heavy and two men had to do this.


  "I hope enough air can get it. Shouldn't be too hot tonight. The cave might even be cooler than out here."


  One of the soldiers secured a cool bottle of wine and the decurion made himself comfortable for the night. The stars came out. Voices from the town quieted down. One by one, the fires went out, then the last lantern.


  A mounted soldier rode up leading a pair of packed war horses. Quietly he dismounted and without a word helped the decurion roll back the stone door.


  "No worse for wear. You had spoken often I heard about a spiritual rebirth and now here you are, reborn, back from the dead. Best part is, no one yet knows you are back. It is my job to make sure no one ever knows. Hence, the steeds." His open hand indicated John and Mary should mount and ride off. John solemnly clasped hands with the soldier.


  
These are not the droids you are looking for.


You do not need to see their pass.


  "No one knows I am alive, but no one, yet we two know of your good deed and I thank you for your good work."


  I am not the savior you are looking for.


You do not need to see the nails


  "If anyone does ever come to know I will be crucified. So would my entire family and all of my men. So, please, vanish into the desert for our sakes. Your crucifixion has been my fortune, not my salvation. If you vanish from the world, and if no one ever hears about you in my lifetime, THAT will be my salvation."


  "By profession of faith"


  "So I got a funny one for you," began Singh. "With the Methodists you get to join officially by either (1) baptism, or (2) 'profession of faith'. Now, the first one is a sore point with the Baptists who require 'as a symbol' total, complete immersion in water. Since it's a symbol anyway, we Methodists say a sprinkle or two will do.


  "The profession of faith business is a euphemism for stealing a convert from another denomination -- except, we as Methodists don't say 'denomination' -- we say 'tradition' instead. In that manner we can hook an errant Catholic, a Lutheran guy who just wed a Methodist girl, family of Jehovah's Witnesses who just moved to town, and so forth."


  "The funny part?"


  "Oh. I thought that was obvious. What if the guy adheres to the sect of people who refer to themselves as 'agnostic, or 'atheist'? That is shifting gears a little bit, don't you think?  To me, that would be funny as hell if the Methodist preacher introduced a new parish member, 'And homeboy here comes to us from the Atheist tradition.'
  "That's all you gotta do, John, is -- supposedly -- stand up before the congregation and profess 'Prayers, Presence, and Offerings'".


  "And wouldn't that be kind of strange-sounding for you to preface my introduction into your community of faith by saying, 'and John comes to us from the Pagan tradition'?"


  Singh popped another beer on his desk and handed it to John. They had killed a twelve pack and there were now circular water spots on the wooden desk surface of Singh's office.


  Singh, comfortable and in his own element, now put his shoes upon his desk and copiously, contentedly passed gas as only an Indian can.


  "You know who coined the word 'agnostic'?" That word, thought John, explained the rude gas. Was Singh putting Agnostics and Pagans in the same category?


  John nodded. "Professor Thomas Henry Huxley in 1878 during a meeting of The metaphysical Society. He was known as 'Darwin's Bulldog' and is best known for his debate with Bishop Samuel Wilberforce over the concept of evolution."


  Singh nodded approvingly, for John had good knowledge of these topics. Singh put a cherry on top.


  "Know who else was at the debate?"


  "Who?"


  "Richard Owen. He was the guy who made up a word of his own. He invented the word 'dinosaur'. But here's the kicker -- Owen sided with Wilberforce against Huxley! The guy who invented 'dinosaur' did not himself believe in evolution!"


  "Good one! You're saying just as Owen could believe in dinosaurs, but not evolution, so can I believe in joining the church but not what they believe?" 


  They smiled at each other. It was these ironies of debate that led to truth. No, wait, John reflected -- not necessarily truth, but rather decision. Singh was leading John into making a decision for the profession of faith in Christianity.


  "Huxley was not ready to 'go atheist' but, instead, held back. You do not have to profess atheism, John."


  "No, but I agree with your, ahem, 'comment' about agnosticism. Even agnosticism is icky. It is cold and empty, isn't it. Uncertain and, for that reason, somewhat negative. Remember his grandson's misanthropic little poem?"


  “The leech's kiss, the squid's embrace,
The prurient ape's defiling touch:
And do you like the human race?
No, not much.” 
-- Aldous Huxley



  John quoted the miserable verse and continued. "Yes, it's so disgusting that you want to jump right back into Christendom."


  "So, jump on in. The water's fine." He drained half his beer can in a single gulp. "Here's the deal with water -- it's cold at first when you jump in the pool but always, always warms up after a few seconds as you swim about. Also -- you can always get out of the pool any time if you want. So, I am inviting you into the pool."


  "The thing is, I don't know how to 'swim', so to speak."


  "Again, you're not listening, John! It's just a symbol. We don't immerse, just sprinkle. It's a symbolic pool. You can't drown. 'Come on in; the water's fine!'"


  
"Hmmm. It sounds more like you want me to become 'The Savior of Christ' more so than "Christ the Savior'".



   John looked Singh directly in his eyes to punctuate his point, but Singh was ready for him.



  "You said you 'beat' entropy and that's fine to talk about as it relates to time and this point is only partially true. It's sort of a pun, kind of just a word game. You want word games about entropy? How 'bout this: an animal -- even a vicious wild dog -- even though it is entangled in the web of entropy -- is not evil. It does not know good and evil. It has no consciousness, no real, deep reflection or self awareness. It cannot be evil, though it is enmeshed in the web of entropy.



   "But a man knows good from evil. You want puns? I was in a Black church and I heard the preacher make words games in Black vernacular to make his point. You can say  'I knows better', meaning he knows a better way, but also meaning he should not have done something evil.  A man be saying  'I know worse' (meaning 'I no worse than you') and you get the opposite intent when he say 'I no good/I know good'. In Ebonics when you say, 'I know evil' it also sounds like 'I no evil'. In this sense we control entropy. We are above the universe. We choose. He was using wit and double entendre to point out the dual nature of our condition. We're like some sort of subatomic particles, neither all-good, neither all-bad, but are in a superposition. Like Schroedinger's kitty, we are neither good nor evil until consciousness forces us to chooose."



   John nodded. "That sounds sort of like something my master would have said if he had known quantum mechanics. But, you know, he arrived at the same conclusion without all the fooferah of physics. Good point, though."
  


  "Well, I gotta point, too. Know this verse? 'Verily I say unto you, There be some standing here, which shall not taste of death, till they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom'. That's the way I feel. It has special meaning to me, of course, in that I am the one wandering the Earth."


  "Matthew 16:28. Cool! I dig it. You are waiting for yourself. A poet would say that if and when you accept yourself, then -- and only then -- will you be released from your curse."


  "And what then? I die?"


  Singh smiled and shrugged.


  "You are said to have said it yourself: 'in order to truly live, you gotta first die so that you can be reborn' -- something like that."


  "Yeah, my Master always said that. I said it myself a kazillion times."


  "And now it's done its 180. Were you ready for it?"


  Salvation in 33AD


  "We have been saved," said Mary on her horse beside him.


  "'We?'" He was a male and did not snap and did not yet understand why Mary accompanied him. He thought she would be fine remaining with the disciples.


  "I am nothing without you." She looked across at John. "When you were arrested I almost died. I gave up. You speak of rebirth. I am reborn." She shook her head at the wonder. "Let's leave fast. The Baptist is dead and the disciples can carry on without you. Now that you are gone they might carry on better without you than if you were still with them."


  "But..." He thought of the fisherman and the leaderless others so used to John's direction. "Well, maybe you're right."


  He thought a bit about where to go. The packs of their horses were loaded with provisions and the horses themselves could be sold at the coast for passage to anywhere in the world. Or East. They could go East, back to...


  Suddenly John realized he had been thinking of his master, that for a few brief moments had thought of him as still alive, that he would proudly introduce Mary to him. He had been rattled by events of the last few days, not just the trial and fake execution and real rescue. What was real? What was fake?


  "I have money stashed with the merchants. With a disguise on we will retrieve the coins and it is ample for many, many years, more than enough for rapid, first-class passage."


  The business of holy man had been lucrative for him. He never had gone after the income of it; the income had only been a natural byproduct of his proficiency. The sum acquired, though, was staggering and he was quite well off financially.


  John for many, many centuries had been well set with money, after he had discovered this new invention of mankind. "It is stored work you can put in a pocket!" he once exclaimed. "You can work a little extra, save some of it for later, and it will work for you when you are unable." 


  John often wondered why almost all people on Earth did not embrace this invention as a device to save for their old age, for a rainy day, for times of sickness. They embraced it, but for the wrong reason.


  Quite often it was the focal point of a spiritual topic. Once he told a greedy indolent youth, "If you worship money, in this sense also, you are so much as admitting you love work itself. So why don't you go get a job which creates that money?"


  That youth was ready for John with a jest. "Oh, I do love the money, the 'work' it can buy, but I don't like to generate the increase itself. I just love the acquisition, the influx, and especially supervision of outflow." They grinned at each other but the young man did go on to become productive thereon after.


  A farmer was up before daylight, a simple man of the country who did not know affairs of the city. John traded him for a gown, different sandals. "I need a barber." He brushed his beard and the farmer shaved him himself.


  By the time the market opened John spied his banker and approached. With no one around he approached, flipped his bare chin, and asked, "Do you recognize me without the beard?"


  The white-bearded merchant looked, did a double take, recovered quickly, and answered. "I recognize you were crucified yesterday, but, no, it's you, all right. So who did they kill?"


  "Me. They killed me. Quietly, now -- are my funds still to be had?"


  The man nodded and, no doubt disappointed, reached into his robe and withdrew a leather sack. Without saying anything, he extended the purse. "I have the bulk of it at work in the market. It requires a few days to obtain it."


  John undid the purse and counted out the gold coins while thinking. As a symbol he evenly handed the merchant back one of the coins. "For your absolute silence. Keep the other, larger portion, too. The lives of other people are forfeit if you speak of it. I don't want to frighten you, but your life, too, is forfeit if you speak of it."


  The merchant nodded.


  John nodded back and further warned the merchant. "You ought to make plans to relocate from this city. Not right away, but, the way things are going, within thirty years the Romans will destroy the temple because the Jews will revolt."


  They left the city, again on the war horses of Caesar. To be secretive they exited by the West gate, but soon doubled back Eastward to the coast, not to the nearest port but a smaller one further North.


  Toppling regimes (and religions)


  "You and I are both 'stuck' with our own restrictive thinking," began Singh.


  "Now you sound exactly like my old master. How so?"


  "Whenever people topple a government for another it is in some ways exactly how religions get displaced. There is grumbling about taxes, gridlock, bad laws, bureaucratic hypocracy -- finally, that ends up in a coup de etat or revolt or something. Revolution and regicide. Whatever."


  Singh took a swallow, then continued. "Same deal for the displacement of religions, one for another. You can think of a new religion coming into an area as an invading army or new foreign settlers, too. But here is a comparison I want to stress: If you displace any religion with atheism, that is very, very similar to beheading a monarch, but then NOT replacing the bad guy. The nothingness of anarchy is not a replacement that will function for long. Anarchy and atheism are equivalent on planet Earth in that neither of them seems to last very long. It is sort of like anarchy and atheism are vacuums, and nature 'hates a vacuum' and something always fills in the space."


  John nodded. "That is what my master The Buddha said. Today, we would call him a 'Religious Libertarian', that is to say, he advocated a lean-and-mean religion, the smallest possible. 'No coercion' he would have said."


  "I hate to burst your Libertarian bubble, John, but just as anarchy never lasts and gets replaced -- usually by some lousy type of government -- so does atheism get replaced -- usually by some lousy form of religion."


  "I see what you mean: limited government is hard to implement because it always seems to grow. Limited religion -- such as the philosophical code of behavior of Buddhism also will grow into just another schlocky religion like Christianity, Islam, et cetera."


  "See, John, what YOU are doing is, you are living under the dominance of whatever government that is over you, but you are acting as a one-man-revolutionary of the religion that is over you. It is painful. Isn't it?"


  "Perhaps a lunatic was simply a minority of one." 
-- George Orwell



  "Yeah. I feel like an anarchist, like a minority of one."


  Singh wanted to bring up the the sad plight of a life-long religious person yearning and hoping for an eternal reward. After a lifetime of being properly pious he dies and ascends to... Nothing. Nothing, because there is no hereafter, no god or devil or gods. For that life-long devotee, life had consisted of a vain habit of belief in a lie, a misconception, an error of thinking. To Singh, dealing mentally with the worst, sometimes led to the best.


  

  "John, I read this sci fi book." He handed over a paperback The Timeloop Gods of K-T by RJW Seddon. "There is a poignant scene in which two 'aliens' -- non-human beings -- are discussing the validity or nonvalidity of their race's many different religions -- they are polytheistic, like you. One of them has just dropped off into atheism and is depressed by his own morbid thoughts and now yearns to be once again reunited with his long-culturally-held religion -- even though he knows it's fake, not real." He had a passage marked with a yellow Post It note:


  

    "Last evening I had a dream." confessed Serano. "It was nighttime in the forest. The Gods were outside our camp. It was cold and they were naked and secretly looking at our campfire in an envious manner, but they did not dare enter the perimeter. Instead, they surreptitiously watched. They were hiding behind trees and only peeked their heads out until, one by one, they gave up on us and left. The last to go looked so forlorn. He left dejectedly, head hung low. He shuffled off."


    

    "Sad indeed," agreed Sarich. "It speaks volumes of your emotional state. But you spoke of the Gods being silent. They have always been silent. Those stories of the past when Gods walked among us are fiction. The Gods have never walked among us. Communication with them has always been in one direction only -- from us to them, never from them to us. Every miracle, every sighting, every intervention has happened in another age, in another land, to someone else. The Gods haven't begun their silence recently; they have always been silent."


    "If there really are Gods, then, that is their mode of communicating with us, almost as if they prefer not to talk to us."


    "Perhaps our prayers to them are objectionable?"


    "Either that or they prefer merely to listen, not to answer."


    "I prefer the simpler explanation, that no one is there."


    "Well, you may be right. It doesn't matter which of us is correct, anyway. If there aren't any or if they don't answer it's the same to us. But I offer you solace: if you are right and there are no Gods, then you are a prophet among fools. It is no small thing to be the only one right when dwelling among those in the wrong. That builds character. It also launches you into a position of potential growth. Consider: how could you learn to live without the Gods if you believe in Gods?"


    "That's fine. But I really don't care about such growth. Actually, I would rather be content among the herd believing as they do, content, certain, happy."


    "But that's exasperating! You wish to believe in that which you know is wrong just so you can socialize better? Just so you won't worry about it? That's like wishing you were an animal instead of a person so that you won't have to worry about thinking about it."


    "Yes. Whether a person has belief in the Gods doesn't matter at all to the Gods, but is very important to the person. And it is just as important to the person even if there are no Gods."


    "Well, if there were -- just suppose there were Gods -- what would you ask them?"


    "I wouldn't ask them anything; there is nothing much I want to know. But I would thank them for all this." He gestured broadly with his hands.


    Sarich shook his head in admiration. "All I can say is, the nonexistent Gods don't deserve you."


  


  'Magdalenian' culture of 33AD


  "John, I want to go to that place you said you originally came from, where the big hairy elephants lived, where all the ice is. I want to go there."


  
Mastodons are sacred, like religions.


quite often 'sacred' means 'extinct'.


  "Well, it's a distance, the ice is gone except in winter, and there may be no more elephants there."


  "I still want to go there if you do, too." John accompanied Mary Magdalene to France where the Magdalenian culture he had been born into once flourished.


  In the 12,000 years he had been away there had been changes, not just in the climate, not just in extinctions of Irish Elk, Mastodons, European bears, the Neanderthals. The people now were uniformly of the same stock and the former dwellers of Europe were entirely gone. The people of Europe now had copper, bronze, and (for some) even iron. More importantly, there was agriculture and people kept herds. Glaciers had retreated north so that you could walk now on grass where that had once only been ice.


  "How long will it take us to go there, John?"


  "With our money to buy passage and food it should not take more than the summer."


  Mary had no concept of the distance, nor really did he, for the maps of the day were imperfect and partial. He had on occasion seen the Roman versions and those were the best so far of the uncharted northern regions of his youth. All the maps centered on the Mediterranean Sea and the further away from its coast you trekked the more vague and uncertain was the map.


  But things had changed. Once he had actually walked from France to England across the floor of what is now the English Channel, not on ice itself, but the water level of the oceans was much lower due to the water being tied up at the poles in glaciers. He had walked on the valley of the ocean floor. In summertime it was covered variously in grasses, carpets of flowers, and grazing animals, mosquitoes aplenty.


  
Tin + copper = bronze


  So it confused John to see on a map the huge island of England for no ocean had before disconnected that land from Europe. But he saw the rivers as ancient landmarks that he recognized and the course of some of them had hardly changed in 12,000 years. And the Alps and Pyrenees, too, were more or less unaltered.


  He had known of England as an island, though, for that is the place mankind had gotten tin to melt together with copper -- which they got from another island. The two metals together made bronze and the Age of Bronze displaced that of the Age of Stone. For some reason, still today as yet unknown, the Bronze Age collapsed in 1,700BC. It was not displaced directly by the Iron Age, but it was some sort of world-wide calamity. Although John had lived through this time period, was part of the collapse, he, too, did not know the cause.


  In those days language truly confounded mankind. The Earth was covered with isolated islands of communication, each with its own tower of Babel. If you walked a hundred miles there was a different language. There were not just a dozen, not just a hundred, but there were thousands of them.


  

  And every century or so they blended, evolved, vanished, arose. Conquerors sometimes wiped out a people and an entire language group either directly with death or through dispersal via slavery. Those who had the most children created the new languages.


  John was not particularly fast in acquisition, not faster than a shorter-lived mortal, but he knew his way about the work of it. He had developed his ability without aid of writing. He just listened, mimicked, practiced, repeated like a parrot. In a week, with concerted effort he was able to pick up a practical working knowledge of almost any new strain of human speech. He could pick up history, too, that way and occasionally he would exclaim to himself, "Oh, there are a few Latin words here!"


  Whenever he heard an old Neanderthal word he felt very nostalgic. Sometimes the vowels or consonants shifted but, nevertheless, once or twice he was gladdened to hear a term or two.


  The Germanic word for 'hurry' was 'eilen' and the sound a child would mimic for a bug flying through the air was 'pffft', so the Neanderthal word for 'arrow' became 'pfeil'. That word endured seemingly forever.


  As they passed north and crossed the restrictive rivers of European boundary of Roman empire there was less and less of civilization. The people there resembled himself in appearance and resembled the way of living of people who had lived 12,000 years earlier in many different ways.


  The Galli, the Gauls, were tribal, impulsive, dirty, brutal, uncivilized, volatile, clannish. They lived on the fringe of Roman empire and were on the fringe of being either conquered or absorbed by it. The time left to them as independent Europeans could be seen as temporary by anyone, everyone who had encountered Rome's supremacy. Just a matter of time, of convenience for the Imperator.


  Living at the edge of empire somehow prevented internal growth, prevented evolution into a parallel alternate maturity. The shadow of Rome stunted the arising growth of any homologous civilization in Europe. And when the shadow did not, Rome's stomping foot did.


  There was slavery there, too, in Gaul, but it had not been institutionalized into high art form as in Rome. Most people here were free and to them free meant rowdy.


  Civilization took root in 'civis' -- 'cities' -- and there were almost none in the North. The trappings of Civilization in Rome offered a veneer of gentle surface behavior bought at the expense of servitude by most of the population. At one point eighty percent of Rome's inhabitants were slaves. The life of even the meanest slave in Rome surpassed (in many ways) even the wealthiest Gaul. But the sense of freedom was in the air. You could feel it, smell it. It tingled your skin.


  There was the problem of recent history, too. Just a few decades earlier Julius Caesar's successor the young Augustus and vied for power against Mark Antony and Kleopatra. Only the brilliant Admiral Agrippa at the battle of Actium had saved the empire from splitting off to Antony's ambition.


  
Herman the German


      at age 25 destroyed 3 Roman legions and kept Augustus out of Northern Europe. This event in history may have (or may not have) led to Adolf Hitler. (It is a stretch, but certainly something to think about.)


   After that success Augustus enlarged the Empire in Gaul at a reckless pace. He was so sure of safety and success he sent in legions commanded by an inexperienced bookkeeper and -- to everyone's absolute horror -- a twenty-five year old Roman-educated German general Herman destroyed three of Rome's 17 legions. Up until that event never had even one been lost.


  That the Germans had kept out Rome did keep them 'free', but it also led to noninclusion into the Roman Empire, its benefits, its law, its engineering. Its 'thinking'. Two thousand years later some historians concluded that Herman had traded slavery under Rome for freedom and that very freedom had ironically led to the exclusion of Roman stabilizing influence, or like-minded European thinking and, ultimately, to the advent of Nazis and Hitler. Hard to swallow, but there it was.


  Seven years later Augustus sent in another legion to exact vengeance. Although France and Germany were sparsely populated, forested, mountainous, hilly, rivered, most land was quite empty -- except for one natural resource:


  Bandits!


  They had just begun crossing the Garonne on ferry raft. The teenage raftsman hauled on the rope stretched from shore to shore, from dock to dock from East to West. Mary inhaled the clean air. They stood next to their mounts, reassuring them with cooing pleasantries, stroking their flanks. The horses were confused by the water.


  "Have you felt it that there is no fear in the air of Caesar's soldiers?"


  John felt his sword for her to see to help punctuate his answer. "There will come a time when you will wish for Caesar's legions. This is a wild place full of men who do not so worry about crucifixion for theft, rape, murder, kidnap."


  His words were altogether timed inadvertently for prophesy and the shoreline of their destination was populated by armed brigands at the ready. The raftsman swore, saying "Merde!", a new word for John.


  "The Rabble took literally the phrase I used 'walk on water'. Now would be a good time for us to do that."


  The river current kept wanting to drift the ferry raft downstream and it was held in check only by the massive rope fixed at each shore. The ferrymen did not have to row across the river nor even against the current, but only to pull the rope hand over hand to cross.


  Even now, even with doom awaiting them, the ferryman continued to approach his normal destination. He did this out of habit. He continued hauling rhythmically towards the men who would rob him. John quietly approached and suggested, "Why don't we cross, say, tomorrow? Let's go back."


  The stupefied boatman nodded and reversed himself in his work. They were about half across and his physical effort, at least, would be about the same. It was then that they noticed another group of ruffians had appeared on the shore of their embarkation. They watched the tiny figures impale and hack the locals.


  "My father! My uncle!"


  Mary spoke for them all. "We are trapped in the center. It is a coordinated attack."


  John searched the face of the boatman, a youngish man without guile. No. It was not his trap.


  "Is this your boat?"


  The young man shook his head.


  "What is down stream from here?"


  "The river bends, narrows, and speeds up, then later it widens."


  John proffered a new steel knife and suggested, "Shall we?"


  The young man shook his head and offered, "Cutting the rope is not even necessary," as he began slipping the rope loose from its wooden channel.


  John stopped him and augmented, "Why make it easier for them to attain crossing?" He did, in fact, cut the rope. It took a while to saw its strands.


  The current caught them and, very rapidly, they vanished downstream of the not-well-planning pirates, around the bend.


  "We have rudder, but no oars," the young man offered. He wielded the rudder and directed the raft dead center and the current picked up. The raft started tilting precariously and waves washed over the sides.


  "Mary, if necessary, loosen the horses. They can swim. Otherwise, they will drown. But first let us try to make landfall intact." John asked the young man, "Do you know the folk or if there are any towns down stream?"


  "There are some small settlements which trade across the border with the soldiers."


  They were at the outside edge of Rome's protection, hence the existence of brigands.


  Bad dream of a bad dream of a...


  The passage about the bad dream in the science fiction story had given John a bad dream. It was one of those peculiarly intense dreams, the kind you remember because of intense, inexplicable 'importance'. You wake up and the darn thing is foremost in your mind and you dwell on it, but as the day wears on memory of it becomes less and less significant. A few days later all you can remember about it is that, for some darn reason, the stupid dream had somehow felt -- at the time -- very important.


  It started John thinking, at any rate, and that is what Singh had intended. John now wondered if it was possible for humanity to conjure up an afterlife -- either heaven or hell or any kind of continuing life -- WITHOUT any which kind of god. Wow! How about a world in which when you die, you go to heaven, but -- and this is a big 'but' -- there is no god at all. No god exists, no god created the universe, no god created mankind.


  Certainly the reverse had been true. Many people in the world had believed there might be gods, goddesses, or a single supreme being, but that there was not necessarily any kind of afterlife for mankind.


  He told his idea to Singh and they discussed it.


  "I wonder that the Romans didn't believe there might be a Hera heaven and a Hera hell, and there was also a heaven/hell for each of the other gods and goddesses. That way you could 'choose' your own heaven!"


  "Or hell," added John. "It is funny. You've got to wonder why that was not the case. It might be that the idea of 'only' a single heaven and hell goes hand in hand with a single god, a monotheistic idea."


  "Well, if that's the case, that's when mankind designed hell on Earth. This whole hell thing -- it is certainly the most evil thought designed by man, the most despicable way of goading sheeple into churchy behavior -- tithing, going on holy wars."


  "I'm surprised hearing that from a card-carrying Methodist preacher. I certainly didn't mean to ruin your day."


  "Or my profession, I hope. But you may have noticed I'm not your garden variety preacher."


  "They used to write in a figurative sense about 'the death of god'. When god dies where does he go? God heaven? God hell?"


  "John, you make my head hurt. That idea put forth by your master that it is best not to dwell on whether there is an afterlife, but that once having had the thought..."


  "Yeah. Once having had the thought, it is tough to shit-can the idea of it. Heck, it's IMPOSSIBLE to avoid thinking about it." 
  


  "So what did the Buddha recommend, that we should go ahead and pretend it's real?"


  "He offered a better way."


  Edith


  "That is a real burden, Edith, because I know both of those men are close friends to you."


  Singh was clever in this and good at it. NEVER repeat an accusation during a confessional. He had gotten that one from a Catholic colleague. The accusation between observer and perp, he said -- if between friends or relatives -- must FIRST be linked to their relationship status.


  But Edith was on to him. "I'll bet cops never comment that way, the way you just did."


  Singh smiled, having been so easily caught and now did Dragnet's Joe Friday, "'Just the facts, ma'am. Just the facts.'"


  

  He paused and augmented, "But the cops never notice that among the facts is the relationship itself which colors the whole scene. The cops DO look at motive, but that seems to be about as deep as they get, not more."


  "Well, that's why I am so impacted by this, our friendships! If I barely knew John or Edmond then it would not bother me so."


  "Pretend now for a second that you hardly have a close relationship with either one. Knowing what you know, would you confront them or go to the police?"


  "Because I DO know them so well I've come to you first instead of going to the police."


  "Okay. So, if you DID NOT know them so well, and had no real friendship there, would you have gone to the police instead of me? I mean, are you conflicted about accusing them directly or are you afraid you might be wrong, that, perhaps, no one is guilty?"


  "Hmmm. Well, what if I'm wrong? If I go to the police I would feel so ashamed that I accused them falsely. I would never be able to look at either John or Edmond again and I am sure neither of them would every talk to me again."


  "It's easy, Edith. The solution is easy. Flip a coin."


  "What?"


  "Yeah. Heads, you approach John first. Tails, you go see Edmond first. Do not mention you have gone to see any other person. See what comes up. It may be a very interesting opportunity for you to cement your relationships with these men."


  "What if one of them is guilty?"


  "Then that is your Christian opportunity. Can your friendship survive if you find one of them guilty? You are a heavy-duty Christian, but can you still befriend a thief, a flawed person, a crook. After all, you loved the person before knowing the sin of theft. Can you still love that same person if you find out they have been crooked? None of us is without faults. You can still call the cops, too, and most probably always should."


  "That's pretty good. Pretty good. I'll do it."


  "Well, I taught King Solomon a few tricks in my time."


  "I'll say. You just tricked me into confronting and maybe accusing my own friends of wrong doing."


  "I couldn't exactly ask you to cut the art object in half like Solomon's baby, could I?"


  "But I don't want to cut my friends or friendship in half."


  "That's what Christianity tells you; you don't have to. You still get to love the sinner. Let's hope no one sinned."


  Crucifixion or crucifiction?


  Sandy had categorized her required classes and had laid them out for the four year stint. She had written the name and number of hours of each course she would need to take on an index card. The cards filled the top of her kitchen table, arranged by semester. She had projected her future course work so that each semester had 15 or 18 hours, about 30 to 36 hours per year.


  120 hours for the BA and 126 if she wanted the BS. The extra math courses turned Bachelor of Arts into Bachelor of science. The math always looks good, could not hurt, and would be useful, so she planned the inclusion of these two extra three-hour courses.


  There were two PE courses, four English courses, a civics, a single art course, four science courses. She had laid out a path of thirty hours of history for the history major. There was a little variability to the four year schedule and she anticipated availabilities.


  It was such a small school that some courses were offered only once every two years, even though those courses were crucial for graduation! Other courses were offered 'only in the Fall semester' or 'only in the Spring'. For that reason, there was not as much flexibility as you might think. She thumb-tacked each card in order, left to right, first semester to last, onto the sheet rock of the apartment wall.


  When she signed up for Art History it was like killing two birds with one stone because it was the 'art' requirement, but it also concerned her main area of study.


  Her professor was a gung-ho Southern Baptist, with all the fervor, dedication, and certainty that goes with that territory. Noah's ship was literal, so was the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve were for Edith quite actually the two first people and snakes could talk.


  In many ways Edith was like a little child and Sandy remembered her own Sunday school lessons and it was a repeat of that, sort of a deja vu. Sandy occasionally wondered at Edith's actual certainty, wondered if Edith was just parroting socially-acceptable stuff. Or was she trying for controversy? How about non-controversy?


  It was uncanny that an otherwise intelligent-seeming adult could speak with certainty about an actual procession of all the animals going up Noah's gang-plank, to their respective hay covered stalls. Sandy had a thought that perhaps Edith was merely feigning an overt belief in order to induce her listeners into her art classroom by speaking in childlike terms about it.


  Sandy just accepted Edith's pronouncements. She did not get angry about it, but others did.


  Probably the whippersnappers would have been ready for a dyed-in-the-wool atheist, even an old-ass intellectual going through 'mensapause', i.e., reverting to childhood, but Edith screamed 'art intellectual' not 'intellectual, per se'.


  There were a couple of contentious nonbelievers in the class who argued with the teacher. Although they were interesting points, it was obviously the wrong arena.


  At best, they could get a few points for confronting a teacher. Most probably, such arguing always made anger, made enemies, made lower grades.


  The main point of it all was lost on both teacher and student: teach the student WHEN and WHEN NOT and WITH WHOM and NOT WITH WHOM to argue. When you go to work in a business office, that is not a bad skill to possess.


  One of the freshmen really took his chances. "I signed up for Art History, but this course is like RELIGIOUS Art History. If I had wanted to go to a Bible College I could have gone to another school."


  Edith took off her glasses before the assembled room of students, as though to do battle, and answered him evenly.


  "Well, Mr. Palmer, you can still do that. But let me explain the class and how and why I teach it the way I do. I suppose everyone could complain that I teach in this manner just because of my faith and that is a very real observation. I am a truly devout person. To be sure, this class is entitled mere 'Art History', not 'RELIGIOUS Art History' and you are certainly right to notice the distinction. But when you examine all the art work through the ages and just measure the percentage of paintings and mosaics and sculpture that deal with religious themes you can't help but notice that this is a main topic. It is a central thread that runs through history, especially European history and it is a central thread that runs through art history. It's not just Christian themes, either. Before Christianity a good bit of the art we have in Europe dealt with prevalent non-Christian religious themes also."


  Palmer smoldered. He was not mollified, just bested in the classroom where the teacher held most of the cards. But Sandy got it and did agree with the teacher.


  Edith pursed her lips, then crinkled her eyes in thought. She put an addendum on it. "Actually, at second thought, Mr. Palmer is absolutely right. I should not just be teaching what I like, nor be trying to use a captive audience so I can espouse my faith. Mr. Palmer, I will endeavor to teach in a broader manner than just religion. Thank you for keeping me in check." Palmer was stunned a little. Edith continued. "Well, that's for the next lecture. Too late to change this one, I suppose. Shall me continue as is for" -- she checked the clock -- "the last ten minutes?"


  After the class several students who had been captivated by the debate quickly rushed up to either side with Palmer, side with Edith, or just comment on the repartee.


  "Mr. Palmer, before you leave, please, I will need your assistance in selecting topics for next lecture." He began to object, but she had him there. "You made a valid complaint, but now I need help on a valid solution."


  She now had a free assistant. Edith had used this very trick before, several times over the years. It always catapulted the class into being more interesting for all comers.


  Once she had even had a conversion. In other cases, unfortunately, it drove the person not only away from art, art history, but even Christianity. Perhaps the incident just created the backdrop for a decision already made but not yet acted upon. She did what she could. But God! The art -- the beautiful Christian art! Look what Palmer, by his narrow obstinacy, was missing!


  She always thought it ironic that the non-believer assessed the devout person as narrow-minded, but that sometimes it was the non-believer who missed the broader picture. And Edith thought this was most definitely true in art. Art used fiction to depict truth. Is religion any different?


  She blinked suddenly when a realization occurred that she had just thought of religion as just another fiction. She had been inadvertently bested in an unconscious logical comparison, that she had thought of herself, not one that SHOULD have been thought up by someone in Mr. Palmer's camp.


  Entropy and Sin


  John almost never told anyone his secret. He had only done so a few hundred times. He reflected that the number of 'a few hundred times' at first glance sounds like a lot, but as a percentage it approached zero. That is to say, during the course of his long, long life, as a percentage of people he encountered, he told almost no one, less than a tenth of a percent.


  But he had to share.


  Singh met John in the university's cafeteria over pie and coffee. They were at a quiet corner table and could converse as well there as in some sort of Catholic confession booth. The open atmosphere of it, the 'nourishment' aspect of the venue, also for Singh was very conducive to his intended therapy. There was a clatter of dishes and tableware, raucous students who were part-time cafeteria workers joking while working in the background.


  "The deal is, we are supposed to emulate Christ as much as we can, but, somehow, in an unstated manner there is this little caveat that 'we can't get there from here' because He is, you know, 'without sin' and none of us can attain that level of perfection.


  "I'm without sin," John proclaimed evenly. He said this casually after chewing a forkful of pie like a guy taking communion.


  "Say what?"


  "Yeah. I gave it up. I gave it up like a person gives up chocolate for Lent. I gave it up like a man renouncing his burdensome possessions, his altogether-too-much wealth, or too-much poverty."


  "That's a new one for me, John. 'Renouncing' sin is the way the church usually puts it as the way to go, but actually being able to fully evade it is supposedly something which we are not able to do. So how did you do it?"


  "Mr. Buddha taught me. He said to shit-can your useless stuff and warned us that even otherwise-valuable possessions could turn into spiritual boat anchors for your soul. So, I not only unloaded my attachments to material stuff, I also unloaded sin itself."


  Singh shook his head. "You're playing with my dumb ass, John. You KNOW you can't do that in Christianity. You can't do that in science, either. Eventually, all glass dishes break and never do they spontaneously reassemble themselves. Entropy and sin always win at the end of the day."


  "I'm not talking end of the day. I'm talking right now. Life itself -- in the short run -- seems to violate the rule of entropy -- for the here and now life builds constructs of living systems against all odds -- it's that 'closed system/open system' stuff. That's all I mean. For the time being I unload sin, don't use, don't like it. There are two different concepts: 'renounce' and 'denounce'. Of course I 'renounce' sin, too, in the Christian sense. This is not the same thing as 'denouncing' sin. I just don't have any. I am a sinless being."


  "We must get rid of that Christ."
-- Emerson



  John nearly lost his nerve, knew fully-well the destination of the conversation. He went on a short fugue, tying in how his master said to find your spiritual goal you had to lose yourself, give up your tenacious hold upon self. He inwardly laughed. In his own case, he would have to give up Jesus, but had never accepted him. It was like Emerson and those Americans who distrusted The Great Awakening in the 1830s.


  Singh shook his head in Christian denial.


  "John, I can invent a sin trap for you by putting you into a decision box. If you choose Door A you sin. If you choose Door B you also sin. Word games for sure, but real life puts you into that sort of position all the time, all day long, throughout your life. You can't help sinning. It's built into the fabric of the universe, same as entropy. In the end, every time, the rivers always run to the sea, downhill, with gravity."


  John made his decision to take Singh into his confidence. It was a frightening experience every time he did this. Every time he did this in the past he had difficulty sleeping out of fear and guilt and -- What was it? Shame? -- and, even so, he began the process of explanation.


  "What if I could beat entropy? Would you believe me then?"


  The River People of 34AD


  They floated more than an hour downstream. The teenage boy worked their single oar so that the raft stayed centered in the river and it had been necessary that he did so, for when the river narrowed the current became torrential and the raft almost capsized against lethal huge, sharp boulders lining both edges. But then, when the river turned, it broadened and became placid. The pace slowed to walking speed.


  They smelled campfires of the settlements and saw their glow.


  "Are these people decent?"


  "Farmers and herdsmen. Good people. They know about the pirates from up north, too, so they will believe our story."


  "Can we buy food and spend the night?"


  "Yes. They sell food for yourselves and your steeds." He hesitated, "I have no money."


  Mary took his arm and smiled. "We will buy your supper and you shall have a bed. I do not know how this raft may be transported up river again, though."


  The boy shook his head. "It would not be practical." He brightened with a thought. "There is another long rope." He showed them a large storage box. In it coiled lay a second, spare hemp rope. "Maybe the people here could use a crossing. If so, I have a livelihood, though it belongs to my uncle."


  "Your uncle is dead. It belongs to you now. You must make a new life here, either here or perhaps you must go back, but it does not look safe." 


  They secured meals and lodgings for themselves and also for the horses. John saw to their animals first. The stableman also had a common room for travelers. His stone fireplace had an iron pot of steaming vegetables. In these higher latitudes it grew chill quickly at sundown in the Fall. In the sharp, cold air of early evening John once again noticed how the sense of smell was better in the cold latitudes.


  In Latin John was able to converse, for many people also knew Latin and some could even read.


  "We seek a peaceful home, somewhere congenial and safe for us both to settle down and live our lives."


  "Your woman -- she is with child?"


  "That too, of course. You see displayed by her belly her very occupation, that of midwife, herbalist. She also sets broken bones, but her main medical skill is of the spirit. Troubled people and so forth."


  "And your own occupation?"


  "Have you no smith?"


  The Gaul shook his head, hoping for a new useful inhabitant and neighbor and now John had his living. Iron working was relatively new and the most high-tech job going. Within five years he would again be the wealthiest man in the area. He had to set up Mary and the child come what may. After having come close to death at Caesar's hand he appreciated life more so than before and, for a time, left off his ministrations as a holy man. "Holier than thou man, be damned," he sighed. "At least for a time. I want free of the task and wish to be as all others."


  bio 101


  Harry enjoyed teaching freshman biology. This was completely at odds with a big university where the research profs never taught undergraduates. Research PhDs at state schools always (1) published and (2) taught grad students only. For the most part, grad students worked for the prof at state universities, did all the skut work. Most of them took second billing on the research papers. In many cases, the professor not only did not do the work itself, but did not even have the idea of the research, just stole the credit, got the limelight. Some of them stole the ensuing Nobel prize.


  
John Billingsley as Harry


  Harry did his own world-class level research. He showed undergraduates cutting edge stuff. They, as sophomores and juniors, were doing higher level things at this hick college, at this podunk school. One or two of them went on to become PhD or MD or DDS or pharmacist.


  Harry was guided himself by a grant. He did not know its source, only was aware that it not only funded him, paid his salary, but it also subtly directed his research. He was vaguely aware that the grant money also accounted for the underpinnings of a sister school or two. Once, while visiting one such school, he had by chance found out they, too, were underwritten by the same obscure source.


  Apparently, the other places were trying for de-extinction of wooly mammoths via DNA reclamation. Cutting edge, but not too much to ask for in this day and age. It was inevitable. But one of the guys there crossed the line.


  "We wanta bring back a Neanderthal if we can get DNA."


  Harry put down his coffee. "Whoa! Animal is one thing, but human is something else again."


  The guy shook his head. "We're not talking human. I maintain Neanderthal is subhuman, in the chimp category."


  "Well, I don't. I think fully human, just a different race. No different that, say, cloning a Caucasian, a Negro, or an Oriental."


  They guy shook his head. "No way. I say in the same ball park as Homo Erectus, Australopethicus, Lucy."


  Dr. Chin also sat at the table and had thus far not participated in the discussion, but now broke in. He was newly arrived from Peking and the cloning enthusiast Johnson did not yet know the Chinese fervor towards Homo Erectus.


  "Ethically, legally, morally I would disinvolve myself from any attempts to create a viable embryo of Homo Erectus or anything above. Although we can look upon the forbidden zone as a blurred spectrum rather than a sharp line, I am inclined to err on the side of extreme caution. Stick with the mammoth, the moa, dodo, thylacine, et cetera."


  

dodos killing moas to extinction


  "I thought you guys were atheists."


  "Truly, many Chinese are atheist, no doubt derived from the long forced dalliance with Communism. But remember this: you must not discount the idea that atheists, even atheists derived from Communism, possess their own sense of morality -- a morality, perhaps fully in tune with Christianity in certain areas."


  "But you guys don't worship any which kind of god."


  "Well, maybe. Maybe not. What we worship and how we worship is way out beyond common Western principles. 'Inscrutable' is how one of your own ancestors put it. As it happens, this pattern of veneration of ancestors even survived Mao Tse Tung, Communism, et al. It's way deep in our being, lodged far deeper than Westerners' more recent dalliance with Christianity."


  "So you're objecting to Homo Erectus cloning due to 'ancestor worship'?"


  "Something like that. It is taboo. Would you clone Jesus if you could?"


  "Well..."


  "What I'm saying is Neanderthal is newer than Homo Erectus and if we inscrutable Orientals avoid tampering with the far older Homo Erectus due to assigning him 'human status', then it follows that the much more recent Neanderthal is also off-limits."


  "Let me make it clear with nomenclature: We say Homo Erectus, not Homo SAPIENS Erectus, but we DO say Homo Sapiens Neanderthalensis. I'm just saying."


  He took a quick drink, then summed up.


  "The European Neanderthals get FULL human status -- the 'Sapiens' part -- but our Oriental Erectus does not -- yet we still honor him and will not fuck around cloning him." 


  Homely?

    Not if you practice ancestor worship. Just ignore the truth, augment it, alter it, idealize it.



...whatever.


  "I read just plain old fear on your part. What if you cloned Homo Erectus -- your noble ancestor -- and found out he was of low level, low IQ, no damn soul?"


  "That may be. You may be right. But there is no good use or any good moral excuse for even investigating this particular problem. It is not a real problem. It is not tampering so much with potential evil as it is directly approaching definite, inevitable disappointment."


  "I don't buy it. Both are extinct even if one is older. How about this: we won't touch your noble Oriental ancestor, but -- speaking as a European Caucasian -- we get to resurrect our own European forebears if we want to."


  "True, maybe 2 or 3 percent of the Neanderthal genome shows up in present day Europeans, but beyond that infinitesimal, hardly measurable amount, I maintain that Neanderthal was NOT your ancestor, that he was a dead lineage."


  "If so, so much the better. But now, I gotta ask you if Homo Erectus shows up in Orientals. If so, how much?"


  first things first: 


Intelligence preceded culture, technology, good looks, religion.


But not speech -- that's even obvious today.


eyebrows, chin, shaving are dead last.


  "You got us there. Too much time, not enough samples."


  "Exactly. How about zero samples? You got no samples. It is just romantic conjecture, a popular myth. But as for Neanderthal, well, there we DO actually have samples. There are enough skeletons available that we can assemble his ladder, note the differences, and, if we want to, recreate an individual."


  "It's been done already," put in John.


  "What?" asked Chin. Harry, who knew his cutting edge literature also perked up.


  

  "In literature, I mean," clarified John. "The science writer, Isaac Asimov wrote a short story about it, The Ugly Little Boy. Some 'time-travelers' snatched a Neanderthal boy from the past. One of the female researchers had the job of rearing the kid."


  Harry chimed in. "I read that one! Years ago. I had forgotten it. There was a funny dialog in it where a skeptic thought the Neanderthal kid would have a low IQ -- that was a popular idea at the time -- and old Asimov had argued that they probably had the same IQ as people living today."


  John put in a joke. "Yeah, but he was probably speaking to his neighbors in New Jersey. The provincial Manhattanites think all non New Yorkers have a low IQ."


  
Reduced mental process


  "I can shed light on that from Latin nomenclature of anatomy," put in Harry. There is a funny story." He pointed to his chin. "This part of the anatomy -- the 'chin' -- has a formal, medical name. It's called the 'mental process', but 'mental process' also means 'thinking'. Neanderthals had a characteristic shape to their chins that looks kind of receding -- not like the large jawbone, which we today think, is very handsome. So it is correct to say Neanderthals had 'reduced mental processes', yet that same phrase can be interpreted as meaning 'unintelligent'.


  "Actually," continued Harry, "their cranial capacity was about two liters. Modern people have brain sizes of maybe 1,500cc, if that means anything -- probably it doesn't. Einstein -- no kidding! -- had a brain volume of only like twelve-hundred something! Anyway, the Neanderthals got a bum reputation for being of diminished mental capacity because they had a reduced 'mental process'."


  That was a kick and they all appreciated the jest. A Black kid at the table smiled big-time and said, "Damn! We got prejudice against a defenseless, extinct race!"


  "About the eyebrow size reducing... That's an example of grazzle, grazzle..."


  "'Gracilization', supplied John. It means to make graceful, smaller, less pronounced. We can guess about that as a cold adaption, but now I'm lost on the chin. It got bigger."


  "The DNA design studio," he continued, "is kinda/sorta random. Stuff just has to work well enough to reproduce. It's not like you can point to any feature and ask 'Why do it THAT way?' Sometimes it's a seemingly poor design, compromised, retrofitted, patched."


  Harry, ever the comic, now misquoted Steven Crane's sad, depressing poem:


  A species said to DNA
"Sir, I exist and am composed of your very essence."
 "That may be," said DNA, "but I don't give a shit, because, to me, you are just so much food."


  Harry cackled like a hyena and so did one or two others. Edith frowned and counseled her friend, "Harry! You need a good Rabbi!"


  An undergraduate at the table who had been listening to the discussion now circled back to the subject of cloned caveman and asked, "Could the kid remember his previous life as a cave man -- as a cave 'kid'?"


  Harry screwed up his face but answered without withering the student's assumption in a derogatory manner.


  "No. No. Think about it: the cloned kid is NOT a reincarnation of the original. The cloned kid is like a twin brother born twenty thousand years later. The genetic duplicate does not possess any of the former's memories at all. He is a blank slate, born anew, forming his own individual memories and experiences."


  John, thinking deeply about this, as though it was a first-time thought for him, put it, "His or hers. If anyone did this, it would be good to produce a female so that if so desired she could produce her own progeny."


  The huts of Mary Magdalene in 40AD


  Mary and John had adopted the young raftman and he had turned into a fine man. Mary gave birth and the tyke was now six years old. She called him John and people thought John was the father, but John could see The Baptist in the boy's features.


  "Yesterday the women did mention your appearance, that you do seem youngish."


  John hefted a bag of charcoal. "I AM youngish, more youngish than our lazy apprentice." He paused a bit and felt his chin. "A beard it is, then. With a beard on a man, you could not tell if he were forty or sixty. That is the way of facial hair. It ages a man."


  She worked the bellows for him and John used this background work they were doing together to broach the painful subject. "We should leave here in two, three years, you and I and little John. We have plenty of money. When we settle I will pose as your first son, the elder of little John."


  "If we were to do that, you would have to switch to Yeshua or, better yet, select another name."


  "Oh, of course. Right."


  "The other thing, perhaps, is to grow that beard and we can stay perhaps a decade more. At that point, you could pass as my own son, perhaps, at another town. Little John might at that year in his life be already married here and wish to stay."


  John whacked away on the malleable red-hot steel and wished it were so easy to forge his and Mary's future as easily. He quenched the steel in hot oil and it hissed at them.


  He nodded at the good idea. He had done the exact same thing before, actually, many, many times before. It was a good plan.


  But planning the future is fine except for unforeseen events. The event was a bout of plague. Everyone got sick including John. Little John had not made it and this event seemed to cause both of them to also get ill. He always got over such illnesses as that rather quickly, but not before half the town died. Mary was still alive and he nursed her through the sickness. She looked up at him dreamily in her fever as she got well. "I marvel at your health," she said. "It is not just ageless; it is glowing well-being."


  "I would not have known how to care for you without your knowledge of herbs. They saved you, not me."


  Three burly men filled the doorway. An arrow flew into Mary. "That witch brought this plague!"


  John also took an arrow into his abdomen, normally a lethal shot, but he rallied against the pain of it, pulled and pushed the lengthy shaft through, then used that same arrow dagger-like in his right hand to kill those three men. They were as helpless and transfixed by the spectacle of him calmly retrieving the arrow more so than John had seemingly been helpless as he was transfixed by their arrow. Their last thoughts must have been that it was not possible that John, so injured, could be a threat to their safety.


  A new way of looking at death


  After they were dead, he saw to Mary, but she was gone. Despite the pain, he dug up his huge reserves of gold, mounted a horse, and returned to the Middle East. He led a second horse packed with weapons, food. Except for the baggage of those deaths he took no other baggage with him.


  On the road twice again he did in would-be highwaymen. At this point in history nobody in Europe had ever even heard of Jesus Christ or The Buddha. However, when a batch of five men tried to rob him, John had already killed four, when the fifth did pray to him, for mercy, forgiveness.


  "Today you MIGHT go to paradise. Or, more probably, it will be Life Neverlasting." The man was already mortally wounded, so he did receive mercy from John as John quickly cut him down.


  While on the road, under a canopy of God's trees lining the path, John invoked his Master's skill on how to deal with the pain. He felt his side, still badly bleeding, and reflected, "Not that kind of pain; that kind of pain is easy to deal with. The body heals itself but the spirit when injured must be healed in the same way a man waters a flower and gives it sun."


  He conjured up Mary's face, then Little John, then The Baptist, finally Eva. He always, out of habit, returned to Eva. He did not have to conjure his master and that was when the thought hit him: "In a way I do miss The Buddha, but he was never really gone and he is constantly with me. It is Eva I miss, and Mary, and both Johns, and Peter."


  He cataloged backwards through more than a thousand significant friends and wives and children, all gone, forever vanished. "There it is," he thought. "My Master. He never left. Somehow, although I miss him, he is somehow not gone!" This thought, this way of looking at death, carried John through for the next two thousand years.




  YEAR FIVE (of ten)


  Sandy's dad


  "Our treat this time. Lasagna at my place?" invited Sandy. "Dad is passing through on his way to a deposition. He occasionally still works at military stuff."


  Oldman was glad to see the military man again and arrived with a bottle of chilled wine.


  Her dad was seated on a couch in the living area with some papers strewn about. He had reading glasses on. When Oldman arrived he abandoned his project, removed the readers, and greeted Oldman by getting up and shaking hands.


  Sandy returned to her kitchen duties, apron on.


  "Flying to Washington for a coupla days."


  "Dad's testifying about military stuff before a congressional committee."


  "Vietnam matters?"


  "Naw. New weapons platforms, payments, brother-in-law deals. Stuff like that. I have a better term than Eisenhauer. I call it 'the military-industrial-brother-in-law-complex' and it is the very essence of crony capitalism."


  Oldman nodded. The guy was still in the game despite his years. Apparently the guy was worried about screwing the tax payers and John was worried about the tough-looking soldier worrying about someone screwing his daughter.


  Sandy proffered a cork screw and they sampled Oldman's bottle with a toast. While they were so drinking the stove boiled over with a cloud of steam and Sandy made for the kitchen area to intervene. As she did so a not-yet-introduced pot of tomato sauce overturned and covered her blouse, apron, shoes.


  "Oh, no!"


  "You alright?"


  "There's another jar on the shelf, but I need to change." She made for the bathroom and they heard a shower going.


  An awkward silence ticked along like a slow clock and Oldman offered chit-chat.


  "I love Italian food, mamma-mia."


  Sandy's dad continued with the fake accent. He did the Godfather now. "The Corleone family protects their family's secret recipe with an offer no one can refuse."


  Oldman smiled until the dad, now serious in a fake jovial sort of way, continued. "Ifa youa breaka my little girl's a heart, youa gonna sleep with the fishes."


  Oldman nodded understanding and responded by shaking his head while smiling acknowledgement. "No problem there."


  "So, you're not gay or anything, are you?"


  "Definitely not gay. Don't even swing both ways. Furthermore, your daughter is movie-star beautiful, but I have the same situation as you do."


  The dad took it in, but did not snap.


  "Which is...?"


  "We are both widowers." John took a sip of wine to accentuate his point while making direct eye contact with the dad. He wanted to punctuate his statement.


  "Yes, I'm a widower, but now free to once again pursue women. In fact, here I am doing so already, not even one year passing. In my case I go after post-menopausal Methodist pole dancers, women with hot flashes, but still 'hot', still desirable."


  John laughed. "That is what Sandy said you called your friend Mrs. Pearson. I take it she was not really a pole dancer, was she? Perhaps that is your not-so-nimble male bad humor trying to tone down what might become serious?"


  "Not even possible to have been a pole dancer. No. She is a keeper. And by keeper, I mean permanently. But permanently, at our age, means the next couple of, perhaps two, three, four decades. I noticed the prevalence of lots of May-December romances with faculty members. It is so common that I saw a boatload of youthfully hooked up old codgers just driving across campus. Lord!"


  The discussion of immortality betweem history Prof. Walter Jameson and future father-in-law history Prof. Sam Kittridge (Sam Stehli) in Richard Matheson's Long Live Walter Jameson


  "I know what you mean. It's not just here. It's like that at ALL universities. I think that sort of thing has been going on for thousands of years between older, successful men and younger available women."


  John indicated his own body with a wave of his hand. "As you can see, not May-December." The irony of his denial of Sandy's dad's worry always really hit John hard, that he was the Decemberiest male Sandy could ever find.


  Sandy's dad nodded there, not quite mollified, bested at his own objection, for John -- though a professor -- appeared no older than maybe thirty-five or so, perhaps thirty-three. And his daughter was -- he had to calculate birthday versus calendar -- now twenty-six. Or was it 27?


  The dad reflected on the non-disparity of ages. So it was NOT age, just the backdrop of environment at universities, maybe just over-protectiveness. Would he have felt and acted this way if his wife were still alive?


  John paused. "I'm sorry about your wife's death and I'm glad to see you are getting on with your life. Many, many years of companionship is a long time set of memories and a difficult transition to endure." He regretted his words, that they sounded patronizing, the sort of thing an older man would say to the recently widowed younger man. Sandy's dad must have taken it that way, too, and answered accordingly.


  "It would seem to me that because YOU are the younger man that you did not have that much time accumulated together. Forgive me for seeming shallow, but I cannot imagine that you built up that many memories together, not as many as I did."


  John nodded. "That much is true, but you are now exhibiting the sin of the Pharisees and are so much as saying that your pain is more valid than mine."


  "Oh, sorry. I didn't mean that. Please, accept my apology. It is just that, well, Sandy is my only daughter. Am I wrong to be worried?"


  "You are not wrong to be worried. You are wrong to be worried about my behavior. Yes, she is movie-star beautiful. I am truly amazed she is not already attached or that she has not had a string of suitors."


  "Oh, now, there, I hear you fishing! No, except for high school football games and stuff like that she has not dated much and so forth. To a certain extent, I am worried about her in just the opposite way, that she does not have any passionate nature at all, that she will remain a spinster or something."


  Just then Sandy returned into the room and obviously had caught the tail end of their conversation about her. She was dressed in a new outfit and was drying her hair. "My ears are burning and I think the lasagna is burning, too. Dad, mom used to tell you and tell you often, not to try to gossip while you are trying to cook." Then she did something untoward, approached Oldman, and while looking directly at her dad, hugging Oldman's arm, defiantly gave Oldman a kiss on the cheek while grinning and smiling.


  Oldman spread his hands. "Don Corleone, I don't suppose you would believe me if I told you that was the first kiss ever?"


  The Thunderbolt

Annika Peterson as Sandy


  "I know my daughter. I believe you. You poor man. I think you have been hit by The Thunderbolt."


  Sandy held a pan cover aloft while inspecting the ruined lasagna. "Momma mia, she's a burned up like the Tatalgia's warehouse."


  Cloning 101


  "There are a ton of bozo guys out there in internet land claiming to have cloned themselves already."


  "Well, SOMEBODY has got to be the first person to do this."


  "True enough, but let me explain some of the difficulties you do not seem to grasp. So, you know Dolly the sheep, right?"


  John nodded.


  Harry continued and, as he did, he ticked off on his fingers. "One, there are the problems of regular old replication errors. It took many, many still-borns to get a single viable Dolly.


  "Two, DNA degrades with time. Not by itself, but the backdrop of time allows it to dry out. It is necessary -- when not using a fresh sample -- to reassemble the ladder and it's a LONNNNGGGG ladder. The reassembly leads to an almost 100 percent chance of failure the darn thing is so long.


  "Three, we are now inducing a zygote. That is to say, we are not marrying sperm and egg. We are taking the machinery of an already-existing egg, pulling out and discarding its internal mechanism, putting new DNA inside, and saying, 'you are now not just half a zygote as an egg, not just half a zygote as a sperm, but you are now a WHOLE zygote'. It is already running as an engine and can now undergo multicellular growth -- blastulogenesis -- and if all is viable, will later differentiate into specialized cells -- gastrulogenesis."


  

If it will be possible to clone Einstein, Hitler, or you, it would also be possible to clone Jesus if we had his DNA.


  Sandy was overwhelmed at the complexity at the celular level and sort of threw in the towel at the idea. It was a 'big' idea -- too big --and she used the reference to size for 'too complex to do'.


  "Yeah, let's just start with something 'small' like a recently extinct 500 pound moa bird from New Zealand. The last moa got roasted by the Maori 4 or 5 hundred years ago. A wooly mammoth from twenty thousand years ago is 'tiny', too."


  John put in as a counterargument, "Mammoths actually lived in Alaska as recently as two, three thousand years ago. Their carcasses are all over the Aleutian chain of islands. Plenty of intact frozen DNA."


  Sandy added, "Well, how about Passenger pigeon or that cat-like marsupial in Australia? Those were here only a century ago."


  Harry smiled as they approached his country place. He was playing with them now. They could read a mischievous expression on his face.


  "The thylacine? I prefer 'dog-like' instead. It was variously called 'Tasmanian wolf' or Tasmanian tiger. It had stripes like a tiger, but also looked and acted dog-like."


  Harry's country place was fenced and it was a high fence, too, one of those chain link see-through fences. "I have good reason for the darn thing because of Thelma. My daughter talked me into her."


  As they drove up Sandy saw something hopping. "A kangaroo!"


  "No. She's a wallaby. They are shorter. I don't think even a big red could hop a ten foot fence. Thelma is safe."


  "'Safe'?"


  "Yeah, there are wolves, bears, mountain lions. I am sure she would make a good meal."


  They parked and Harry let them in through a small double gate arrangement he called 'an air lock'."


  Now that they had parked, Harry brought them up to speed. "So, would you believe, Thelma is a clone?"


  "Oh! I would have guessed you bought her." Sandy extended her hand and petted the munching wallaby on its head. "How did you get the DNA?"


  Harry petted his wallaby also then led them inside. There on his wall, tacked to it Daniel Boone style, was a pelt.


  "I got the DNA from this skin. It is at least a century old." He let them finger the leather.


  "Now, let me draw your attention to this one." On the other wall was another skin, this one having tiger stripes along the rear flanks.


  "Thylacine?" asked John. Harry nodded and led them into the next room. He carefully opened the door because in this case there was no air lock. Asleep in a dog bed in a corner on the floor was a tiny puppy. It stirred when they entered and John's skin tingled. It had stripes. It yawned at the noise and, like a puppy, it started to wag its tail and it was so happy, its entire rear end waggled, too.


  
Not a great year at the Hobart, Tasmania zoo.


1936


  When the puppy yawned John saw it open its mouth like nothing he had ever seen except an alligator. Its long snout was all mouth, the widest gape of any animal. On the one hand, it looked formidable like the jaws of a crocodile. On the other hand, it was still a loving puppy.


  "There are petroglyphs in Australian caves showing these animals carrying packs for the aborigines. They did not have horses and they used thylacines as domesticated pack animals in the same way American Indians used dogs before Europeans reintroduced horses to the Americas." He explained unnecessarily. "You see, it would not have been practical to try to put a pack on a bouncing kangaroo, nor to hitch them hopping to a plow, nor to try to ride one. But the Thylacines did not hop, were too small to ride, too small to plow."


  "Will she grow up tame, then?"


  Harry shrugged. "Time will tell. I hope so. She's my baby." He scratched the ears and the youngster's entire back end wagged in joy.


  "I saw where you got the wallaby DNA, but where did you get the surrogate momma?"


  "I know a guy at the zoo, a vet. Together we harvested an egg from a red kangaroo. I removed its interior and introduced the DNA of the wallaby back into the red. Marsupials are way easy to do because the babies when born are the size of your pinky. They are quite literally embryonic at birth -- barely make it into momma's pouch. No such necessity as a ceasarian for marsupials because the birth canal is never overburdened. The red kangaroo reared the wallaby."


  John hardly dared ask, "and the thylacine?"


  "You guessed it! Thelma was surrogate mom to the thylacine."


  "The clone gestated a clone! I'm not an expert or anything but I would guess -- just offhand -- that little Thelma could not bring a wooly mammoth to term?"


  Harry laughed and offered a joke. "That's like the Aggies at TAMU who were able to genetically induce a two pound chicken into laying three pound eggs! Each time the chicken laid an egg, the chicken disappeared."


  "Technically, could you do mammoth?"


  "I'm sure of it. I would need an elephant mom."


  "And Neanderthal?"


  Harry just looked at him.


  It was then that Sandy spoke and volunteered and they all were silent.


  

Momma, will I be pretty?


  "I'll do it."


  "You cannot be serious. That... That..." Harry was at a loss for words.


  Sandy grabbed John's arm and looked at Harry. "John and I are in love. We will get married. I will get pregnant. Nobody will know. If there is a spontaneous..."


  
Yes, you will. We Neanderthals think we are a handsome people.

 (A real Neanderthal woman's chin was not prominent.)


  She could not talk about induced or spontaneous abortion. She was not even able to talk about still born birth or miscarriage.


  "Sandy, what if the child is physically okay but handicapped mentally, requiring care for life?"


  "Then John and I will love the child for life. I'm the mom. He's the dad. We plan on having other children, too."


  "What say, Oldman?" she asked. "You too weenie to ask a girl out on a short date?" Her wording almost spilled the beans to Harry and John glanced at her. She was under stress about the child-bearing and would not have used that wording otherwise. Then he had a quick thought: maybe it was not disclosure to Harry of his condition, not the idea of cloning, not, having a child -- maybe she was just worried about plain, old marriage. 


  John then did something altogether very, very in tune with his relationship with Sandy.


  "Uh, this has nothing to do with what I have seen here today. Harry, I am truly stunned and did not know about your animals and so forth."


  Oldman reached into his pocket and withdrew a small box. It was a black velvet jewelry store kind of box and he opened it. In it was a plain gold wedding ring. He took Sandy's left hand and put the ring on. It fit perfectly because he had filched one of her other rings to have the Jewelry store size it.


  Sandy grinned, totally surprised and pleased at the novelty of the timing. "Harry, you will have to give us a month for the sake of gossiping neighbors."


  "Uh, I promise to get you guys something beside DNA as a wedding gift."


  John made a decision and said. "I think I got the DNA, Harry. In my treasure trove of antiquities."


  marriage counseling


  Singh held premarriage counseling sessions singly and together. Once or twice at such meetings while he had been in the military there were important disclosures from the would be bride and would be groom. Most of the time, of course, these things came up without the presence of the other.


  "Are you worried John's affection for you will diminish as you age?"


  "I've thought about it, of course. He's gonna LOOK the same, but he's still gonna age?"


  Singh nodded at the point well taken.


  "But I know what you mean. I'll eventually hit menopause, then truly advanced old age, perhaps senility -- not to mention plain old mechanical breakdown of the body.


  "Yeah, that concerns me, but I don't WORRY about it. It's an inevitable part of the deal. I'm worried about other things."


  "Such as?"


  "Well, it's a thing I have heard about from old people but not have yet experienced myself. I heard lots of old people say stuff like time passes very quickly as you get old. They will say things like a year or even two, three of them went by in a blink of an eye. They will say stuff like, 'It seems like yesterday when we started the kids in kindergarten and now here they are graduating from college.' I worry that John has this in the extreme, that to him, in the blink of an eye, the years, the centuries just go by like that."


  "The 'years, the centuries' and, perhaps, love affairs, wives, and marriages?"


  She nodded and looked at Singh.


  "You think well. I hadn't even of thought of that. Now that you brought it up I am curious, too. I have heard all old people confirm this feeling that time seems to pass faster with age. To relatively young people such as ourselves, looking at this phenomenon from afar it seems quite horrible."


  Sandy smiled. Singh was -- what? -- a little older than her dad, sixtyish. But she had once heard her dad speak of this very same thing, that he was experiencing the passage of time more rapidly. She voiced that now.


  "You and my dad are about the same age. He spoke of it. How about you?"


  "Yeah, it's a very real perception, but it's also an illusion, but, you know, it's not particularly unpleasant or painful. We'll have to ask John about. It might be a feeling that tapers off with the extreme amount of time he has had at his disposal.


  necrophiliac


  It makes rich people feel good to sponsor big museums even if the art is crap.


  It makes rich people feel good to sponsor big churches even if the religion is crap.
  


  Singh started out his therapy session with a rude joke. "This Frenchman who works at a funeral house is arrested for making love to the dead ladies. No kidding, there is even a word for this -- 'necrophilia'. The Frenchman tells the judge at his trial, 'But, jour honor, I am eenocent because I deed not know thee lady was actually dead. Because she deed not weegle I thought she was an Eenglish woman'".


  
[image: ]
  [image: ]Religion has become a caricature of itself 

so has science

  


  John laughed and Singh explained.


  "Lot's of people stay in love with dead people, dead ideas -- in your case -- dead religions, dead fears. You are also in love not just with a dead PERSON, but a dead love affair, PLUS a bunch of old, dead religions. An old love and an old love affair are two distinct entities. There is a lesson about death -- you gotta bury the dead. They stink. You need to move on. It's sad. It's cruel. It's painful, but there is nothing else to do. John. Those old religions, gods, and goddesses are dead. Either dead, or they were never, ever really alive. It's like a kid sad to relinquish an old favorite teddy bear. He was never really real."


  John was silent, which indicated either resistance to the idea or acceptance and that the idea was sinking in, so Singh took a chance and elaborated.


  It makes poor people feel good to sponsor big churches even though they can't really afford it.    


  "Museums. They are memory halls to dead art for some people. They prevent new art from originating. In that same sense, churches prevent the expression of true religion, but instead channel its impulses into old, dead, well-worn ruts."


  John just then made a horrid mental connection at Singh's truth about art museums being mausoleums.


  
      It makes the clerical class feel good to have big churches sponsored by poor and rich people.
    


  "Are you saying churches are mausoleums to dead religions?"


  "Or worse -- that churches are museums for fake art. Once when I was an errant teenager me and the guys went to a hoity-toity 'modern' art museum whose center piece that month was a heap of painted junk car parts. When no one was looking we dragged the junk into the restroom and pissed on it. We, as mere unsophisticated teenage boys, knew when the so-called sophisticated art world was being bamboozled by snobbery."


  "One of the saddest lessons of history is this: if we've been bamboozled long enough, we tend to reject any evidence of the bamboozle. We're no longer interested in finding out the truth. The bamboozle has captured us. It's simply too painful to acknowledge, even to ourselves, that we've been taken. Once you give a charlatan power over you, you almost never get it back. So the old bamboozles tend to persist as the new ones arise." 
-- Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted World


  "My intention is not to piss on Christianity."


  "No, maybe not, John, but the CHURCHES! Many of them have become little-attended museums. It makes rich people feel good to sponsor museums even if the art is crap. 'Oh, look! Mrs. Deane CONNECTS with MOMA by kicking in a million!'"


  John was still silent and the room stayed uncomfortable and Singh almost broke the silence before John revealed a bit more.


  "I worship the memory of my wife, too. It's not just the gods and false gods and stuff. I never shared her with you."


  Singh was perplexed because he thought he had had a total handle on John. But now, a wife? What was this?


  "You were married, then? What happened?" He thought maybe the usual, a divorce, that now most common reason for a split.


  "A fever. She died."


  "Oh." He waited for John to elaborate.


  "Well, I wasn't going to bring it up because we were talking about religious stuff, your stock in trade. But you told that joke about necrophilia and how that concept relates to intercourse with dead religions. In some sense, I worshiped my wife, more so now, perhaps in an unhealthy way, than I did while we were together. In one sense I died when she died." John looked up pitifully and evenly stated, "She may be the one dead and gone, but I died, too, when she died."


  "Well, John, in that case, the term 'necrophilia' does not apply because the rule is ONE of you at least has to be alive. No. Since you say it is you who are dead and since you say, to you, she is alive, then I'm just gonna say something weird-ass psychological that you sort of want to join her in death. A coward's slow suicide is how a shrink would refer to a guy too afraid to live on his own. Something like that -- I'm not really a head shrinker."


  "You are not doing so bad there, I think... I think you are the best of psychologists."


  "If so, I now want to connect WHY the wife's death led you to get on this religious trail. Is she in heaven? Is she like Euridyce in Hell? Hey, Mr. Orpheus, do you want to get her 'out of hell' (for HER sake) or do you selfishly just want to 'get her back' (for YOUR sake)?"


  "I suspect there is neither heaven nor hell nor reincarnation. Perhaps it is just selfish and I just want her back. But it's more than that -- I want the world to get her back, to appreciate the loss."


  Singh nodded. The guy was still in love.


  "John, nobody deserves love such as yours, especially a woman now dead and gone. The dead are dead. They do not appeciate, benefit, or deserve love because they are gone. Loving the dead is unhealthy"


  John writhed. Singh approved. They were getting somewhere. Painful but productive.


  "What if you could get her back? Would it be like one of those Thomas Hardy deals? In half of that guy's novels the person finds out AFTER DEATH that was the true love of his life and he missed the boat. In other cases, the protagonist DOES get the girl of his dreams, then finds out the idealized, distant love object does not measure up when close and personal. You know Hardy's stuff, right?"


  John nodded. "Yeah, Hardy's great. My mentor, The Buddha, warned of this, not just about the dead and buried, but about paradise and hell. He said any paradise you can imagine is a fool's paradise, that such a place as you conjecture would be the perfect design for hell."


  "Well, we Methodists use a trick of logic to best your master on that one. We say we cannot imagine God's house, that it is far better than anything we can imagine, so don't even try."


  Singh let silence hang a moment, then asked, "What would you give to get your wife back?"


  "I implored all the deities, real and imagined, to no avail." He now quoted a quatrain:


  XCIX

Ah, Love! could you and I with Him conspire
To grasp this sorry Scheme of Things entire,
Would not we shatter it to bits--and then Re-mould it nearer to the Heart's Desire!
-- The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
by Edward Fitzgerald



  "Your master was right about any human-designed heaven being the perfect kind of hell. But the other side of the coin is true. Just as humans cannot possibly imagine heaven they cannot possibly imagine how bad it is in hell. And you, my friend, are in some kind of hell just by being the recipient of this gift of long life. What we want to achieve here, obviously, is to turn this thing around and convert Hell into Heaven. I think we can getter done."


  suffering from gout


  "During the Middle Ages it seemed to me lots of Europeans had gout. They suffered terribly! Got it myself." Singh pointed to his left foot. "But today we got medicine and it's just a nuisance. They sometimes used to advise to amputate the toe."


  John shook his head, not understanding.


  "Oh, I'm terrible with puns. Correct me if I am wrong, but would The Buddha have admitted that if somebody had too strong an attachment to HIM that the disciple should give up the attachment?"


  "Damn! You got me there. Suffering from 'the Gaut' -- Gautama. No, I am not too overly attached to Buddhism, or to the memory of my Master, or any dogma of his teaching -- that is not what is preventing me from joining my own cult. But I'll tell you this -- if Gautama were here today and had just heard you, he would have approved and laughed like hell at the joke of it, the pun on his name. Yes, he would recommend amputation. The same thing (differently expressed) is attributed to me: if your eye offends you, pluck it out. I have had opportunity and experience sometimes telling people to lay off too much religion -- too much of anything is bad for you"


  "So did you say that, that plucking eyeball stuff?"


  "I may have. Can't remember. Probably. It sounds like one of mine." But I gotta say, SOME Christians seem overly attached to Christianity. They are OWNED by it."


  "'Owned' as in 'possessed', like by demons?"


  "Oh, yeah, some are. Even a good thing, the BEST thing can create evil."


  "So could that be it? You fear you will take up the torch again? Get overly fervent?"


  John nodded. "'Fraid of getting crucified again. Three times is enough."


  Singh was entranced. "THREE times?"


  "Yeah I was crucified before, twice, both times before with real nails. It took me months to heal the first time. The second time, somehow my body had learned to heal very fast, perhaps as a response, sort of a learning thing."


  "You're not telling me you're Mithras, too?"


  "What? Oh, no. No, I wasn't Mithras. Heard of him, of course. Yeah, he was crucified, too. Three wise men, virgin mom, God dad, 12 disciples, rose the third day, yahdah, yahdah, yahdah."


  Singh waited.


  "It was a military occupation. A round up of random citizens in the market. But I gotta say, modern guys have invented way worse stuff than mere crucifixion, but I don't want to go through even that again."


  "Whoa! Heavy. 'Even that'."


  "Even that."


  Nostalgia on a plinth is not love on a pedestal


  John kept and kept safe a single item from his own youth. He had replaced many times the leather bag in which he kept his treasured objects. The leather bag itself had worn out by abrasion many times over the last 14,000 years. Even the objects inside had become worn. Some had actually been worn away by the abrasion of possession, endless inadvertent jostling, friction, rubbing.


  John had once watched a jeweler polish his gems in an electric motorized tumbler. The clanking, bouncing stones had their edges worn off in the presence of grit in the container like a clothes drier full of coins.


  For the most part he did not carry it with him but rather always found a safe place to stash it for safe keeping. Even so, he had almost lost his treasured object on several occasions over the centuries: fire, flood, theft, war, memory.


  "Well, if I lose it, I just lose it." His master's lesson about who owned whom was epitomized in this possession. But it was one thing to listen to the master. It was another to understand the master. It was still yet more difficult sometimes to obey the master. Willingly now John disobeyed this injunction to avoid attachment to possessions. Obdurately he knew it caused him unhappiness, but he also knew it somehow kept him all the more human and ordinary, even if it also kept him in pain.


  John opened the draw string now and retrieved his ancient possessions. There were only a few things inside. One part of him wanted to throw everything away, but he could not bring himself to do that, Buddha not withstanding. There was first and foremost a small ivory bust, tiny, not three inches high, but it was exquisitely detailed. The white-yellow material was mammoth tusk in origin which dated the art piece, but John focused on the artist's work. It was realistically rendered and you could read personality and emotional state.


  She had been about thirty when he had found and paid the sculptor to make his wife. The man had taken his time and lived with them more than a month before beginning his work. His wife had grumped at the arrangement, for the artist had seemingly freeloaded room and board in what seemed like pure indolence for the duration. But John silently watched the man. He stared at John's wife with artistic intensity in an almost obscene lustful way.


  The carving had only taken a day. He used minute tools to get the details right, nor had he started anew after destroying a few false starts. He got it right the first time.


  John had returned from a day-hunt and the artist was gone. There she sat in miniature on a rock shelf. His real wife was still asleep, taking a mid day nap, and John had time to examine the object.


  It was incredibly accurate. Anyone who knew his wife would, after looking at the ivory, exclaim, "Definitely! That is her!" It was not just a close visual rendition, but it proclaimed accurate personality.


  On many occasions John had witnessed this same sort of thing in reverse as an artistic error. Lincoln's penny and a few of his portraits gave us the Lincoln that we all know. Some of his other portraits and even photographs were visually accurate, but when you look at them closely you say to yourself, "Well, that's really him, I am sure, but, you know, it's somehow NOT really him. It does not capture his essence."


  Well. This little bust did, in fact, totally capture his wife's essence and across the centuries she now looked at him with a little smile. John now took out the fMSI printout of his visual memory and compared them and said, "Yes, exactly."


  After 14,000 years of carrying the ivory John was now perplexed at the new color portrait which in one sense did not just rival but exceeded his long-guarded treasure. It upset him now to approach closer to the long dead person, closer but like that Corinthian king Sisyphus, unable to attain his goal. His goal was the human goal, to listen, talk, touch, laugh, appreciate the reality of close presence. He had put her on a Corinthian pedestal for so long that it was now hard to think in a different fashion.


  The other things in the leather bag he now looked at one by one, leaving the most significant for last. There was a lock of hair, still reddish blond. John took a single strand and put it in a tiny scientific specimen baggie for Harry.


  The kid at the lunch table now haunted John. The kid had mistakenly thought a clone would remember the prior life of the original DNA holder. He thought the memories of a lifetime were in the DNA. He did not understand the implications of the replicant, that it was nothing more than a twin out of sync in time, an exact genetic sibling.


  Normally, the person of today would not be able to recognize the replicant, for the person today would not have known the original. But now, unknown to everyone, John would, in fact, recognize the person being recreated, for he would recognize the features of the clone.


  Once, centuries ago John had lived in a small farming community in Pennsylvania. There, during a bad winter he had known a married couple and the wife had died. The distraught husband, after a suitable period of mourning, resumed life by marrying his ex-wife's as-yet-unmarried twin sister. It seemed to one and all as though a mere speed bump, a hiccup, had slowed the farmer down. But John had once sat with the man at a tavern and the farmer had been in his cups. The man was deeply troubled, still broken. The twin sister looked exactly the same but was a different person and the farmer had been in love with the original, not the copy. The farmer felt himself visually tricked by fate and emotionally reacted by subtly expressing a distance from his new wife. The poor woman did not realize what was amiss. She missed her sister, too, but had no desire to replace her, masquerade as her, or loom as a sexual specter. She thought she had done something wrong.


  He always felt guilt about the religion thing in this regard, for Christendom was in love with Jesus the copy and not John the original. He always thought of himself as the REAL original and the Jesus of Christianity as the FALSE copy.


  Actually, due to so much time, so many people, John wondered if he, in fact, was the real thing or just the 'launching point of reality' This led him to think that in some cases the copy might be BETTER than the original, that if you really wanted to see Elvis, go to Las Vegas and take in a look-alike -- if you REALLY like the Beatles, go take in a tribute band.


  John fingered the zip lock tiny baggy. It was the smallest of baggies holding a few strands of inches-long hair, containing the miles-long strands of DNA. It also held his heart. He did not know if he could go through with this. It was the worst kind of deception and guilt now made him resolve not only to not let Sandy go through with this but also to call off the marriage.


  He felt himself very low, not just sad, but of low character. He had to resolve this thing. Sandy deserved to know not just his past, but the obsession he had for Eva and his life with her. It had been so many centuries now that John was truly frightened of his love-loyalty to the dead Neanderthal woman. What was so special about her?


  Nothing. Nothing, really. Perhaps that was all it was, a long standing habit of thought. His master could have helped him if he were now here. He could hear the echoes: "You would have already resolved this somehow if you had really wanted to. It must be that you prefer to wallow in self-pity. Is it love or is it self-pity, Pupil? You tell me."


  John pursed his lips, held the little ivory carving, looked at the figurine and for the first time in several thousand years, now that he was ready, he said, "Goodbye. I loved you and you loved me. Goodbye. I want to live joyously again and I know you would want me to live joyously also."


  John wiped his tears and suddenly the very trees became joyous also when he looked out the window. The white clouds and blue sky and yellow sun and the wind welcomed him back. He put up his leather bag from the past and ran, truly ran to find Sandy to embrace her.


  Change of plan


  "Well, for one thing, your dad, Don Corleone, would kill us."


  "I certainly won't tell him."


  "The appearance of the child would tell him. I can just see him look from face to face, shake his head, look at me, then at you."


  "I will just say he looks just like Aunt Martha."


  

  "She."


  "What?"


  "It will be a she."


  "What makes you think so? Why necessarily a female?"


  "Uh, Harry's wallaby and the thylacine. Both of them are females. That's how it works, I think."


  "No, that's wrong. The sex of the DNA being cloned is the determining factor."


  John almost told her then. He almost told Singh once. Singh knew something was going on. Maybe he could lead into the topic about marriage to Sandy with Singh and somehow entwine the two secrets. To John, just now, the problem was more entwined than DNA tied up in some weird Gordian knot. He did not know how to unravel, just cleave it simply like Alexander.


  He did not know how to disclose these two things, "Oh, by the way, I'm 14,000 years old, I'm Jesus, marrying my student Sandy who's gonna bear as a child the clone of my dead Neanderthal wife with whom I'm still deeply in love."


  Very much like the confessional booth. "Father, forgive me for I have sinned. I stole an apple, told a fib, and, oh, by the way, blew up a cathedral full of parishioners." He had to just tell him and he also had to somehow prove it and convince Singh and Sandy and, maybe, Harry what was going on.


  He had knocked on her door carrying a cardboard box, but did not explain.


  John got out his leather bag and set it before Sandy on her kitchen table.


  "What's this?"


  "Your favorite topic, historical mysteries."


  She opened the drawstring and took out the objects. The ivory figurine was the most striking and she examined it first. Sandy held it between thumb and forefinger and rotated it in the light.


  "Mammoth ivory."


  "John! It is a Neanderthal woman! Look at her brow." Sandy rotated the bust and studied it some more. "Her chin. I can see from the profile, too. This is incredibly well-preserved. The detail! It looks so perfect. Have you had it dated?"


  "Yes, but I don't need to." He said this enigmatically but Sandy did not yet snap to the abstruse statement.


  "How old is it?"


  "In round figures, 14,000 years. The Neanderthal people were still alive then and, of course, so were the mammoths."


  "Where did you get it?"


  "I commissioned it. That is my wife, the one who died. The artist did the work in one day. I paid him very well."


  Sandy furrowed her brows, blinked quickly three, four times in consternation, and looked at John with some concern, not yet really understanding anything more than the guy she said she was going to marry was now saying something that more or less proved he was delusional. For a second, she evaluated that perhaps he was malevolent, perhaps getting out of marriage plans by feigning crazy. It was like, "Hey, look how crazy-acting I really am! Really, now, you wouldn't want to marry a schizo, would you?"


  By way of further disclosure, John removed the top of the cardboard box and began showing Sandy some papers.


  He had stock certificates and bank accounts. There she got lost, thinking -- what? -- a million bucks? But he corrected her and the several billions estimate put her into shock.


  Then he got out some old books. There were yellow 3M Post-It notes which he thumbed to and showed her his own photographs from the early days of photography. He had a regular magnifying glass at the ready and she had to admit the little figures in the group pictures certainly did look like John.


  "Why, that's the science building!"


  "I have five schools going and nowadays I rotate from one to the other once a decade and make a full round every fifty years."


  Sandy began to take it in and echoed, "'once a decade'?"


  He nodded. "Otherwise people begin to notice I do not age. I've done this so many times... Twelve, fifteen years, tops."


  She was beginning to put two and two together and looked at him and said, "Ten years?"


  He nodded and indicated his person with his hand. "I do not appear to age. I have always looked like the way you see me." He pointed to the year books. "Look at the photographs. Just exactly the same."


  Sandy's biological female side now asked, "What happens with us after ten years?"


  "We can go off and hide from humanity, live remotely. We can split up and not see each other anymore. I can do disguises which age me progressively so that it appears I am aging normally."


  He left it at that for her to figure it out more.


  She pointed to the still-full box and asked, "What else you got in there?"


  There was a US passport from the days when photographs were first being used in such a manner. She kept staring at the picture, then to John's face.


  "It's funny. If you had said a century or even two, then, even though it is also an implausible thing, an impossibility, I would have more of a tendency to believe it. But 14,000 years! I need to ask questions -- How did it happen? How many times have you been married? Will it ever stop? Can you confer immortality on anyone else?"


  "There, I must disappoint you. In the past people have tried even blood transfusions. If we have the correct blood type, if we match, apparently I can add decades to your own life. You can easily hit well over 125 years. But..."


  "'But'?"


  "But you will age as usual, will be healthy, but look like a person who is 125."


  She nodded. "There are new medical discoveries all the time."


  "That is what I was thinking. Why do you think I am funding these universities?"


  A realization hit her. "Oh, my gosh! The cloning. The thylacine and wallaby and Neanderthal. Does Harry know?"


  John shook his head.


  She did not say anything like, "Well, maybe you ought to tell him. He might have faster results if he knew what to look for." She looked at John. What was he looking for?


  "What's that? A lock of hair? Blond hair?"


  John nodded as though he had been caught in an infidelity and was now confessing. "The figurine. That was my first wife. The lock of hair... The DNA... Sandy, I am conflicted... It is well-preserved and available, there for the taking, but..."


  "It is almost like you are still in love with her. John, fourteen THOUSAND years. How many times have you been married?"


  "Many, many times. Sometimes I go for a long time alone. Once I was never with a woman for almost three-hundred years."


  "She must have been a real looker, the one that brought you back."


  "She was a young, unpopular temple prostitute of Ishtar, a girl no one was soliciting. My donation enabled her to eat. Life has been very different in different cultures in the past. Some things that are 'right and moral' today seem to me, because of my background, very evil and repugnant. In other areas -- most areas -- the culture of the present-day USA is light years ahead of everyone and everything in the past. But there have been a few wonderful bright spots here and there."


  He did not witness one particular such wonderful age by direct experience but read about it in a poem in modern times, in Coming of Age in the Milky Way by Timothy Ferris.


  "Drunk I race up Yellow Grass Hill,
Slope strewn with boulders like flocks of sheep,
At the top collapse on a bed of stone;
Staring at white clouds in a bottomless sky,
My song wings to the valley on long autumn winds.
Passers-by look up, gaze southeast,
Clasp their hands and laugh:
'The governor's gone mad!'"

-- Hangchow's poet/prefect Su Tung-p'o



  That obscure poem epitomized for John the possibility of mankind, its relationship to a good age, with good rulers, good people. A magic land with a sequence of goodness: occasionally these flowers, these islands of heaven grew here and there in history.


  THE LIBERTARIAN NOLAN CHART


  Occasionally John thought he might be living in another such wonderful age. As always, he had to evaluate the times and reflect that the here and now was only an island -- so to speak -- on the Earth, that THIS place, THIS time might not reflect the entire zeitgeist. He found the USA particularly pleasant in almost all ways, though there were a few blemishes.


  
slightly MORE complex to understand than the either/or of Left/Right

incredibly LESS complex (and more efficient) than our present path to another totalitarian government



  A new thought hit him like a thunderbolt! On the occasions in the past when John did tell some friend about his condition, he had always done so during 'good' times. He had never disclosed his secret during famine, war, bad government, and so forth.


  "The disclosure just now, you telling me all this -- is that your normal pattern?"


  He shook his head. "Usually, I never tell anyone. For the most part I have to vanish at sea, go off to war, die on a journey, be killed in a plague, fall into an ice crevice. In all cases I leave an insurance of life-long wealth. In today's world you are now a person of extreme wealth."


  "Well, thanks for that, but I am an old-fashioned girl and would prefer a life-long commitment. If that means I go first, then that's the way it will be. But anything less than that I would not do. No. A contract marriage for me, a ten year deal is not how I'm gonna do it." She faced him briefly with stern dignity, a serious glance that put him in his place -- if need be -- regarding his offer of mere wealth, when true wealth was commitment.


  "Me neither." John gave Sandy a hug of full agreement, full commitment, one that transcended their respective expectations of time.


  One time Sandy had watched a lame TV drama about a man and woman meeting, falling in love, and marrying, even though the woman had terminal cancer. The couple had met AFTER the woman had been given her diagnosis and prognosis. The woman tried to dissuade her new suitor by disclosing her condition, but both of them were fully under Cupid's spell. Just now, she reflected on the cheap melodrama, that the TV woman had 'seemed selfish' -- she should have selflessly refused her new lover's advances out of respect for his feelings. An early rebuff was a smaller pain to cause him than an early death after full commitment.


  Now she put herself into that same position from John's point of view and -- for John's sake, not her's -- she now wished herself to have just a bit more time of life -- a few centuries, anyway, so that they could have more time together. She laughed to herself at the realization of that thought: 'a few centuries', ONLY 'a few centuries', now seeming insignificant a wish compared to the immensity of time.


  John left his box of stuff and left Sandy alone to think over things, let it sink in. He went back to his place. Out his kitchen window he looked up and Sandy still had her own kitchen light on.


  It was midnight when she phoned and she started asking questions. They would have been weird-ass questions except for the unusual circumstances.


  "Sure, he answered and demonstrated several languages. "Believe it or not, language ability erodes very quickly."


  "Can you speak the Neanderthal language?"


  "Languages. Plural. There were many. Over time all languages change." He demonstrated and it came out in an eerie manner.


  Sandy remembered those Hobbit movies where the elf people spoke and there were subtitles on the screen showing the English. The beautiful pointy eared Elf lady speaking elvish was very moving, even if it was just a damn movie with a made up love scene between Elf lady and Mortal.


  The man was going to die of old age at maybe 70, 80, 90, maybe 100, but the elf princess would go on living for whatever it was Middle Earth elf ladies lived. This was way sad for popcorn munching Harlequin romance reading crying girls in the movie audience because they all said to themselves, "I'd give up immortality for a hunk like that actor!"


  Sandy remembered the elf lady's dad, the pointy-eared, bow-wielding elf king, advised his daughter not to hook up with the mere mortal. Mere mortals die young and you'll just get hurt. That's the way dads are.


  

"Damn! My mortal boy-friend looks EXACTLY like Jesus!"


  In the movie the darn mortal even looked like Jesus! How ironic! In the movie the Jesus-look-alike would die first. The Tolkien movie might foreshadow real life because the fiction of elves might outlast the fiction of Jesus!


  The darn movie paralleled history, too: the Jesus story had only been kicking around for two thousand years, but elves were far, far older -- despite what Christians said about Jesus being there at the beginning. Had elves (in story form) been with humanity since our beginning? Would they last longer than Jesus?


  Here for Sandy there were no subtitles. Nothing to guide her. She had a conclusive, negative thought about her and John, that John (and Jesus) only wanted a fellow traveler as a romantic partner. He would be always disappointed, for all humanity was transiently mortal. At this point she was thinking about John with Jesus, but had not yet put two and two together. Who would?


  Since Tolkien had not done the writing for THIS novel, the flow, the course of action, was now up to Sandy. Suddenly, she saw not the immortal elf lady's dilemma, she now saw mortal life through Strider's own mortal eyes. Marrying an immortal? Was she nuts?


  "What did you say just now?"


  "I said the weather was good for hunting and would you like to get married."


  She laughed. "You didn't!"


  "Yes, yes, I did. That is exactly what I said."


  "I have so many questions. I could keep you up all night." She paused. "I guess this is old hat for you."


  "No. No, it isn't. I feel your excitement and I share it."


  "What else can you tell me? I want to know everything."


  "I have not told you what is perhaps the most significant thing and I worry about telling you. I WILL tell you, but I want to let this sink in for a few days first."


  "Now you got me worried. Now, that's scary-sounding."


  "It's not anything like ax murderer. I'm not gay." He paused. "Oh, I'm not a vampire -- won't suck your blood. It is that you have heard of me in history."


  Sandy and John were in tune and it was a very good match and she had that gift that people well in tune with each other seem to have, an almost ESP kind of mind reading. The tantalizing way John dribbed and drabbed out the forthcoming revelation caused her to have that leap of thought. Her answer came out like a swear word, an exclamation of awe.


  "Jesus!"


  Singh and depression


  "And what are some good ways out of depression?"


  "Easy-peazy, John. It is counterintuitive but well-known, a remedy across all cultural boundaries. It is as universal a thing as there could possibly be -- you get involved in other people and helping them."


  "You think I have been selfish?"


  "Not in the normal sense. I think you have not even been 'self-absorbed'. I go back to the coping mechanism stuff, turning the light switch off and on three times every time."


  "I, ah, confessed to somebody. Partially, I did."


  "Not fully."


  "No, but darn near, more so than with most anyone else, but not fully. Ah, more so than with you."


  "Oh, I am intrigued. Don't hold back."


  John stood up suddenly and for a moment Singh thought John was withdrawing in fear, getting up to leave his confrontation with his own fear. But instead it was to do as Singh had said, to not 'hold back'.


  "I invite you to lunch. Eaten yet? I want to show you something."


  Singh shook his head and John and he walked across campus to John's house. Singh knew the lunch invitation was either a way to put off or -- perhaps -- John had to change venues for a more comfortable disclosure.


  "Nice place, the Smith's house. I passed it many times, but never was invited inside before."


  "I built it and paid for it." John said this evenly like a plain old declarative sentence. Singh did not know yet what in the hell John was saying, blinked, but he let it ride. Singh must have known the approximate age of the dwelling. When John said 'paid for' that was easy enough; 'built it' could have been -- What? -- renovation?


  They went into the parlor and it was like a trip to 1865 or, perhaps, earlier. A massive harp dominated the corner of the room. John quickly rolled out the tea set and already had sandwiches. Singh looked in awe and admiration at the museum-like aspect of the room's furnishings. There was some sort of Van Gogh-looking painting on the wall, though Singh had never before taken notice of that one. His eyes glued to the melodion and he smiled at the forerunner to the piano.


  The bookshelves looked like Dickens' Olde Curiosity Shoppe. There were little figures, objects of antiquity, an astrolabe, framed maps from antiquity. There was a more-than-merely functional flintlock pistol, inlaid with a filigree of golden metalwork.


  An ancient crossbow, something out of William Tell sat on another shelf next to six lethally sharp quarrels. An early brass microscope tube next to a pirate-looking spy glass were on another shelf.


  It went without saying that the book shelves were filled with ancient leather-bound volumes, ancient, cracked and frayed by age. Besides the actual conventionally-bound books there were also rolled up scrolls heaped in a pyramid. There were a few rectangular clay tiles with -- what? -- cuneiform? He saw heiroglyphics, too.


  "We can eat in here. I want you to have a read." He indicated the same cardboard box he and Sandy had examined two nights earlier. It sat on the floor next to the side of the couch where Singh sat. While chomping on a sandwich with one hand, Singh rummaged through the many loose odds and ends of papers, booklets, pamphlets, documents, photographs, drawings, stamped and embossed official certificates.


  At first, Singh did not know what it was he was looking at. He offhandedly pawed through the topmost items in the box, orienting himself to the contents. At first all he had of it was that John was showing him paperwork from fifty years ago. No. That was not right. Deeper was a century ago. As he went down to the bottom of the box he got back to the seventeen-hundreds, then even earlier.


  He picked up the magnifying glass and playfully held it briefly in front of his face and looked at John before examining small print, small photographs, and individuals in group photographs. The paper smelled of age, old ink. The corners of books were rounded and scuffed and many of the old pieces of paper looked like parchment and were dog-eared, creased, folded, torn, stained.


  The thing that first caught his eye was the old passport. It was USA but of a style, size, and color long since superseded by modernity. He flipped it open in an offhand manner and was about to go on to the next item when he stopped dead in his tracks. He had recognized John as the person whose picture it was.


  Something was wrong. It was 1894.


  It was the detachable celluloid collar of the shirt, the shape of the lapels that struck him. John's hair was parted in the center of his head, a style reintroduced for a very short time by hippies in the 1960s but never lasted. Obscenely John had a walrus mustache, the type worn by guys who used to ride penny-farthing high wheel bicycles during the Gay Nineties, the Mauve Decade.


  The yellowed, somewhat tattered passport booklet was truly and well-worn, something that looked like it had been used and used and used, pocketed and retrieved frequently for decades. He looked closer for fraud, for tampering, for a joke.


  He picked up another passport of 1928, then another from the fifties. In every case it was certainly John's face, though in every case the names were different, the style of haircut and style of suit appropriate for the era.


  The 1930's passport had John wearing a necktie that came down only to mid-chest.


  The John of the 1956 passport looked like an actor from that Mad Men nostalgia series about Ad Men of Madison Avenue advertising. Again, with the haircut, lapels, necktie.


  John nodded and pointed to the yellow 3M Post-It notes. Singh zeroed in on the group shots of faculty members. Suspiciously, he felt the old bound pages as though he might be able to determine fraud, some kind of photoshop, Gimp, scissors and glue, anything.


  "How old are you, then?" Singh raised his head knowlingly, now putting together two and two about Ceres, Ishtar, Thoth, Mithras. Singh felt goose bumps on his forearms when he thought about Osiris, pyramids, Caesar, Buddha.


  John reached into his pocket and handed Singh the little mammoth ivory figurine. "That's my wife. Her name was Eva." First he pronounced the name "EEE-vuh", then a second time with different, perhaps more-correctly-spoken vowel values. John pronounced the E as a long A and the V sounded more like an F; the final A sounded somewhat like a short U.


  Singh blew out air, holding his mouth in concentration. His left hand held the little face while the forefinger of his right traced out the miniature features, roving upon and delaying upon the prominent supraorbital brow ridges, made even more prominent by eyebrows.


  Singh looked up briefly and commented in complaint, "But you do not have these same features."


  "Had I been of her people I would have." He spread his hands. "As it is I am not of her lineage and, by chance, am just another modern-appearing Frenchman. 'Crogmagnon' we say today. Eva was a Neanderthal. There was some intermarriage, but most of them died of disease when the new people brought it. Sort of like the way Hawaii's people died of measles. I think most American Indians died of European diseases, too."


  "Did you guys have any kids?"


  "No. Well, yes -- a little girl, but she died."


  "John, it's hard for me to take this in. Let me ask you -- what compelled you to show this all to me?"


  "More than a single reason, I guess. Perhaps three reasons. For one thing, you have been helping me and for that I am very, very grateful for I have been making what I consider to be real progress."


  Singh nodded agreement and thanks.


  "For another, I would like to get married to Sandy. You know Sandy? Department secretary?"


  Again, Singh nodded. He added a self-recrimination. "Some therapist! I did not even know about her."


  "Well, I haven't told you everything. That box just holds a coupla hundred years. There's more.


  Singh playfully covered his chest with palm and said, "Don't know if my heart can take this all in. But you said 'three' reasons."


  "The most important of all -- you and I have become close friends. I have not felt such a close friendship for a long, long time."


  "I am suitably impressed, then, because when YOU say 'long, long time' it is REALLY long."


  John nodded and extended his hand for hand shake and formally shook Singh's hand. "It is very good to have a friend like you."


  "Even between friends there should be some secrets in the same manner as that poem Mending Wall by Robert Frost that 'good fences make good neighbors' but you hinted at as-yet-unspoken additional secrets. Let me ask you -- did you tell Sandy?"


  John nodded and said, "I did."


  "Well, that is significant, important, and I approve of that. You do not have to tell me. You have to tell SOMEONE, but not necessarily me."


  Singh paused to reflect. "Normally, John, I would be tempted to say something along the lines of what a garden variety therapist would say that, perhaps, you ought to get rid, throw away, destroy the old love letters, pictures, busts... But in this case, the age of the figurine makes this a human treasure, not just John's treasure."


  Singh tried handing the item back, but John motioned for him to keep it.


  "You sure?"


  Reluctantly, unwillingly, sadly, John nodded and made a fending-off motion with his hands as Singh took the bust.


  "The question now is, John, what's next?"


  "I know you have a million questions."


  "I do, but as your therapist -- now also, your friend -- I can wait."


  Harry???


  "Harry is one of YOUR researchers. Does he even know?" John shook his head at Sandy's question. It was so female-like of her to want to address social loose ends.


  "No, he is just one of many, actually. Because I am centered here at this school I know him a little better than the others."


  "'A little'?"


  "Well, for sure, other than their curriculum vitae I don't really know any of the others, but I do fully follow their findings as published." John got down a couple of periodicals, professional biochemical journals, some medical books, chemistry, biology and pointed to some names and schools.


  "John do you understand this gobblety-gook?"


  He smiled. "It's all Greek to me. My own IQ, it's about average, I guess." He shook his head. "Even though I would have centuries to take it all in and understand some of this stuff, I think I would go nuts before actually getting it. No, it's well beyond my comprehension, but I CAN understand the merest inkling of direction they are taking." He pointed to one. "This guy, he locked in on telomeres and is just about tapped out. It is not really a dead end, but I think HE is at a dead end. This guy," -- he thumped another magazine -- "he might be onto something without knowing it."


  "Well, are you gonna tell Harry?"


  "See, on the one hand, there is this idea that with full, total disclosure, that if I put all these guys in the same room and told them everything that they would get results faster. The idea is that they all would know what they were looking for and could bounce ideas off each other and so forth. But there is another idea that compartmentalizing everything that they can focus on their individual tasks and not get distracted by each other."


  She nodded and augmented his generalization with a concrete example. "During the Manhattan Project each of the individual teams were not even aware of each other for reasons of national security. It was military compartmentalization. And -- despite the walls of silence -- they got the job done."


  John put in his own counter-examples. "There is cancer research -- no total cure yet. Also, look at fusion. Nobody has it down. They are all talking to each other, but there haven't been any break-throughs.


  "In my case, I just want to stay safe and anonymous."


  "So, you're not going to tell Harry."


  John shook his head. "Not for now. I'll tell him eventually."


  Sandy had a thought. "I just remembered when they made the computer-nerd buildings for Google and Microsoft and Apple. Instead of building special rooms to discuss research, the architect just made the hallways extremely wide and put white boards on the walls. They noticed impromptu encounters of the nerd kind, serendipitous meetings led to breakthroughs -- the battery guy would make an offhand remark to the screen guy; the sound guy to the hard disk guy -- new discoveries from chance encounters!"


  "Hmmm. I think you're right. I'll somehow put them together. Some kind of conference, perhaps."


  Replay


  Sandy now continuously kept reevaluating this new information about John, all its implications, all its attendant subtleties. She now remembered one of the paperbacks in John's cardboard box that, at first, did not seem to exactly belong to the topic. It was Replay by Ken Grimwood.


  

Not Groundhog DAY, but rather "Groundhog LIFE"


  A 44 year old radio news and sports announcer dies of a heart attack. He 'wakes up' after death in his own past two decades back, in his own 18 year old body, in his college dorm room.


  After a few confusing days of reorientation he begins anew to relive his life, but now with advanced knowledge of the future. He becomes quite wealthy gambling on well-known sporting events and 'corrects' the deficiencies and mistakes of his prior life.


  At age 44 he has another lethal heart attack and, again, wakes up again in his dorm room, again in the past at age 18.


  The novel repeats this pattern several times. Each Replay lets him alter his own past and also, subtly, his own impact upon the world.


  During one such iteration he stumbles upon a woman his own age who also is retreading the past cyclically just as he does. They become romantically involved and their love and companionship endures through each separate iteration. Their deaths do not occur at the exact same time during each life sequence, so one will wait a matter of months for the other.


  Sandy stared at the wall for a second. John was also doing a Replay. Just as some people go through a series of pet cats, living with each for its own short, decade-long life, John was living sequentially a decade-long persona, stuck in a Replay of his own.


  For a second she felt like a may fly, an evanescent bug, a pet cat. After she was gone John would get another kitten, then another, and another, and so on, forever.


  Her mind returned to Replay and she wondered if it bothered him any more than it bothered a man whose cat died. Could there be someone else like him in the world? Now she thought of Jerome Bixby's Flint from the Star Trek episode Requiem for Methuselah. She now thought about the cloning and biotechnology. Was John trying to create immortality in people? What was he doing?


  Briefly, her thoughts turned automatically to her own possible immortality via John's research. She laughed. Living organisms all strive to live, but only the human brain could think in terms of 'past, present, future' enough to conceive the concept of immortality.


  And, although Sandy was not a religious person, she was at least a thinking, philosophical person. And from that, she knew that 'immortality', per se, does not exist except as an abstraction; only 'now' exists. And 'now' is not really an abstraction. It is the only reality.


  A part of her now wanted -- very badly -- to also attain John's status as an immortal. Imagine: not even having to worry about aging, debilitation, death. There would be so much less fear, less concern.


  Will


  The school, though tiny by university standards, did teach a few classes in psychology. There was a rural VA mental hospital in the area. It had four kinds of competing snake oil salesmen: Psychiatry Service and Psychology Service and Sociology Service and Religion Service. Singh worked for the VA half time and for the school half time. He was of retirement age, but like a lot of medical professionals worked well into advanced age.


  Richard Riehle as Dr. Will Gruber


  William Gruber, MD, PhD also was of an age well beyond normal retirement, but he, too, split his time between VA and the college. At the college he taught 'Introduction to Psychology 101'. After taking this 1-semester 3-hour survey course you could then take 'Abnormal Psychology 102', the more juicy, more entertaining course.


  Strangely, John had once heard a lawyer friend of Will talking. The lawyer was one of those academic junkies who not only got a PhD in clinical psychology but then also went on to become an attorney. The guy functioned as 'an expert witness'.


  "During law school after I had finished my PhD in psychology I was tempted to drop out, because law SCHOOL itself is very, very boring. I was totally depressed about it all because, you see, although I found psychology fascinating to study, I found it boring as hell to work in the field, so that's why I started law school. But then, after getting the law degree, I found out to my delight that just the opposite is true of law. The law schooling is boring as hell, but working in the legal profession is endlessly fascinating."


  John took that in and resonated with the observation. He had in the past worked at things he really did not like sometimes for two, three centuries. There were other pursuits he sometimes liked altogether very well, but did not spend too much time on them.


  When John first encountered Will it had been in the cafeteria shortly after the guy had been hired and, immediately, there was something about the guy, a mannerism, the way he spoke or gestured. During lunch John surreptitiously kept staring at his food, occasionally glancing up to take in quick glance.


  "Grew up there and went to medical school at Harvard. My dad taught there, too, for awhile, but, of course that was decades and decades before my own tenure."


  John was not sure, but a few of Will's mannerisms, the way he held himself... John's heart raced. He was not sure of his recognition, but was too timid to force any kind of question into the conversation that would add certainty. Will did it for him.


  "It's COLD in here." He put on his jacket.


  As a toddler this constant desire to regulate his temperature to what most people would consider too warm had earned Will the nick-name Chilly-Willy. There had been a penguin in a children's book named Chilly-Willy. The penguin, of course, lived in the cold Antarctic and his name was a childhood irony and it rhymed and John remembered picking up and tucking his little Chilly-Willy into his overcoat while taking an evening stroll.


  He remembered the last, sad such stroll and his eyes had misted over. How many times had he done the exact same thing? It seemed like a million times and he bled away part of his soul each time.


  He had told Margaret and fully disclosed his condition and past to her. Different women handled the problem in different ways. For herself, for John, for Chilly-Willy, for THEM, Margaret had asked John when he left to make a clean break, to return never, no follow ups. He agreed and left them very well off. He was sad about it and regretted leaving this most comfortable of home environments.


  John felt guilty of that self-acknowledgment that part of his reluctance to leaving was not the love he and Margaret and Chilly-Willy shared, it was just the home, the comfort, the tradition, the good pattern of living.


  From time to time for a few years he had sent a Pinkerton private detective agency to check up on their well-being. Over the decades he did so less and less until, finally, he left off entirely.


  John looked closely at bone structure and his heart grew soft, for he thought he recognized Will's mother's facial features. Will looked about -- John quickly shifted gears -- he could CALCULATE Will's age if he were correct about who Will was -- looked about the 77 years he actually was. That would make Margaret -- again, he calculated -- and, yes, certainly, Margaret was long dead.


  A quick fear took over. There had been photographs. Perhaps after John's abrupt disappearance the photos may have been available to a curious little boy. If so, those pictures would have made an impression and there he was -- same appearance, same age.


  Suddenly, John inwardly sighed relief. The beard! He had been in those days, for that entire decade, fully bearded. It was the prevalent style then and had not been at all out of step. There was no way at all Will would recognize the man who had been the little boy's father.


  But now John suddenly grew sad for he had missed Will's birthdays, baseball games, grade school graduation, MEDICAL school graduation, perhaps his marriage.


  John took in the conversation as a spectator and hung on Will's every word. From each snatch of conversation he filled in the missing biography.


  "My wife passed away a couple of years ago." "My oldest is a head shrinker, too." "Some grandpa I am! I forget Christmas entirely most years."


  John took in the peas and carrots on his plate. There was so very little he could do.


  A child of my own


  "John, I'm serious. If we get married I want to have children. I don't just mean cloning, either. ...of our own."


  They sprawled on John's parlor couch while it rained a blast of April downpour. It was Spring Break and the campus was deserted. The rain was coming down so hard they were trapped inside.


  "The streets are flooding again," said John.


  "Don't change the subject. Listen, I know fully well about the implications. If you skedaddle I can be a single mother." She shrugged. "I don't know how you did it in the past, but surely sometimes you kept in touch?"


  He nodded while rubbing her socked feet on the couch. That sentence she spoke right there saddened him no end. She was already compromising with death in her own way.


  "Yeah, it's way sad either way, Sandy -- sad for you. Think about me for a sec. It's way sad and painful for me. Listen: I gotta tell you something. You know the new psych prof, Will?"


  "Yeah, sweet old guy, from Harvard."


  "Deal is -- you won't believe it -- the coincidence -- I used to teach at Harvard decades ago."


  "Did you know him?"


  He stared silently at her by way of answer and from this she suddenly got it."


  "Oh, my gosh! Is he...?"


  John nodded and sighed dejectedly. "I was married to his mother Margaret and he was our only child. Margaret's preference was that when I left that she and Will would remain behind and that we would have no more contact."


  "It was an amicable breakup, then?"


  "No! It was amicable, yes, but it was and is sad as hell and painful as hell and I've done this a kazillion times. Each time is more painful than the last. I do not get used to the idea of it. It becomes worse and more painful. I don't want to lose you or leave you. It is a lose/lose situation."


  She stared off into infinity at the wall and thought about it.


  "John, I would like us to have children."


  They were both silent for a bit and she continued.


  "There is the other thing, too. The cloning."


  "A million people would want to assassinate me. Or, more likely, want to worship me to death. Because I was (and am!) Jesus, I am living proof that any Jesus that anyone might conceptualize did not exist. They would crucify me again out of frustration."



  Jesus? Not JESUS!


  John spent the most time with Sandy talking about Jesus, not talking about mere immortality, not mere 14,000 years of life. Both of them wondered at this part of human nature.


  "It's not like I'm talking about myself. It's as though we are speaking of someone else entirely."


  "If you ever have to disclose your immortal nature it would be wise to stay hush-hush on the Jesus thing."


  "For sure. Suddenly, a million people would want to assassinate me. Or, more likely, want to worship me to death. I am 'living proof' that 'Jesus' did not exist.


  "It would be bad enough to be locked up as a test subject about the medical stuff, but most Christians would be incensed about the necessary rewrite of history. No kidding! I think I would end up being crucified again, truly to death this time."


  "John, it has to be that news of this NEVER gets out. You should not have even told me."


  "I told Singh."


  "You didn't! He's a preacher. First of all, if he did NOT believe you he would have you locked up as a nut case. If he DID believe you he would just get angry about it and be in denial."


  "Singh and I are good friends. He believes me, he's amazed at the story, but he can stay mum on this."


  Sandy was worried, still, so he elaborated.


  Ho, ho, ho! Merry Christmas.




Have you been naughty or nice?


  "I'll give you a REVERSE parallel: what if people found out I was fake but that the story about Santa Claus at the North Pole is real, that there really are elves, presents through chimneys, flying reindeer, naughty and nice lists?"


  Sandy nodded, sadly, fondly remembering her girlhood Christmases at home, the decorated Christmas trees, the carols. "It is a fun holiday either way, true or not." She smiled and offered John a playful symbolism. "And we always leave you cookies under the tree."


  "The thing is, I definitely don't enjoy the role of Santa Claus. I don't enjoy that aspect of being Jesus, either."


  "You keep going back to the teachings of your master, don't you? Buddha?"


  John nodded, miserably, in defeat.


  "If he did not have all the answers, he had most of them, but his own teachings, everything he taught, has also been corrupted by time and turned into dogma."


  "Yet, as Jesus, you eclipsed him -- almost entirely DISPLACED him. He is almost just a footnote of history."


  "That's so true. Only maybe 300 million so-called Buddhists in the world compared to the billions of Christians. They, too, have split off into their own weird segments, their Catholics/Protestants, Sunnis/Shiites. Now we got dissension in the ranks of EVERY religion."


  "But John, it's no wonder that you criticize them: you not only knew Buddha when he was living, you are actually Jesus himself, even so if you are not the one we know from history."


  "Well, that's true enough. I REALLY am Jesus, not his reincarnation and I knew the real Buddha, too. The Jesus people know is just a corrupted, false version of the real me. And you KNOW I've changed -- people change over time and for me there has been a lot of time. I have changed quite a bit."


  He laughed. "My master would now laugh if it had turned out differently, if people thought of me as a reincarnation of The Buddha. But, in many way, as his disciple, I really am more of The Buddha than I am of the Jesus of received Christianity."




  YEAR SIX (of ten)


  Paleolithic arts


  John sat contentedly on a rock next to Sandy. The rock had a view of a bucolic stream a few feet away and by being still you could see Rainbow trout at play. He had a thick leather apron across his lap as he whacked away at a piece of rock with another. It was such a natural skill for him he did not even really have to think about it or concentrate hardly at all.


  They could have talked while he worked, but Sandy was mystified at the art of it. She knew about flint-knapping, of course, but except for a video she had once seen, had never watched a practitioner at work. Despite dealing with so-called low-tech materials, it was definitely high-tech technique John displayed.


  The thin razor-sharp fractures came off in sheets and from each he fabricated tiny, intricately beautiful arrow heads, each less than an inch long, perfectly bilaterally symmetrical, literally sharp as any surgeon's or barber's steel razor. Both sides were naturally serrated and its tip was like a freshly sharpened pencil. She had no doubt a heavily bearded man could shave with such an edge.


  The back end had notches for affixing to wooden arrow shafts. String of sinew, compliantly limp while wet, dried to iron-hard self-gluing solidity as he wrapped the arrow head to shaft. There were bilaterally-symmetrical flutes on the back sides of the arrow head functioning to help hold the notched arrow shaft.


  On the back of the shaft were three smaller grooves, slits for inserting feather vanes. Each vane he trimmed to minimum size with shears fabricated similarly from antler, chert, and leather. When he finished, John notched the arrow and handed Sandy the bow.


  "It is so much work that you put into it that I am afraid to shoot it off for fear of losing it or breaking it."


  "People did it like this for a hundred-thousand years. As you can see, when you get real good at it through practice, it does not take too very long to make these. Instead of just sitting around doing nothing it was common to sit in a group, talk, laugh, and be productive with your hands. In an hour you can make a half dozen arrows pretty quick. Actually, for fast and dirty work, you can do more than six. People had a tendency to make really, really beautiful, precision arrows, more-perfectly-made than necessary. They relaxed and sort of prayed while creating. It is a kind of sympathetic magic: if you made the piece with full intensity that also sort of forced you to put full intensity into the release of the bow, the aim, and so forth. In this manner you tended to be more successful on the hunt."


  Sandy released the bow and it twanged but the arrow did not hit the tree. It sailed past and buried itself into the ground at an angle.


  "I see what you mean. I did not make the bow. I did not make the arrow head, did not gather and trim the feathers. If I had done all that I would not have missed."


  John nodded, took aim at the shallows of the stream, and pierced a Rainbow trout through its head. It flinched once then was shock-still. He casually reached down and lifted the arrow by its feathered back end with the not-even-still-yet-wiggling trout dangling from the front end. Sunlight through the dripping water coming off the trout was its rainbow spirit of life going back into the stream and the fish was a beautiful foot-long specimen.


  "Normally, I would use a multi-barbed point for fish -- no stone arrow head required." He withdrew the arrow from the fish and showed her it was not too much worse for wear and could be reused. He smiled, hefted his now wet homemade arrow, and offered, "You know, I can sell these on Ebay for fifty bucks a pop. There's a market for it."


  He next showed Sandy how to quickly make a small fire, gut the fish, impale it on a pliable twig for roasting. The fish dangled above the fire.


  "But, for the most part, you are vegetarian?"


  He nodded while chewing. "From my master." He indicated the fish. "It feels pain, too, and also wants to live. In some sense it has a spirit, some sort of soul -- whatever that is -- and according to its own place in the world also has a sort of 'right' to live. Maybe it is just squeamishness or misplaced childlike sympathy, but perhaps reverence for life is at the heart of it, too. I do eat meat occasionally, but it is not generally necessary to do so and it is probably healthier and cheaper to be vegetarian. Watch."


  John stood on his hands like a circus acrobat. "My body serves me and I use it. I care for it well. Food for my body is fuel for its fire."


  "I'm feeling fire right now." Sandy smiled coyly up at John from her reclining position on the rock. She held her left hand up against the sun and evaluated her new gold wedding ring. It was plain and heavy, an overt symbol proclaiming her status as taken, as connected, as fulfilled. But no one who saw the ring on her hand knew how much, that she felt more so than all other women on Earth now taken, now connected, now fulfilled.




  YEAR SEVEN (of ten)


  Singularity


  "Kurzweil thinks mankind will cause a rapid self-manufactured evolution into an organic/mechanical merger. We will put our essence into machinery. Or, to put it differently, we will put machinery into our bodies. The machine will become us and we will become the machine. We will escape the cage of meat we are trapped in."


  "There is the other idea, too, that is in contradiction to the 'mechanical' part of the idea that we will NOT go into machinery, that we will instead just make better organic bodies that will last longer, ones that are not just more durable but are superior in strength, faster healing, nonaging, more athletic, and so forth. The corollary is that the bodies are as temporary as new models of cars, that you will be able to go successively from an old model to new, repeatedly, at whim."


  "That conforms to many religious ideals, that the body is unimportant, temporary, that the 'real you' is up here." Harry tapped his temple.


  "What is scary about Kuzweil and Company is that they say 'up here' can also be augmented with more memory, intelligence, computational power. What is good for the goose is good for the gander." Singh tapped his torso for 'goose' and his head for 'gander'. "It is doubly frightening, body AND soul."


  "That reminds me of the speed of change the computer went through. I no sooner got used to DOS and it was gone, replaced by GUI Windows. It's happening so fast that if you blink you miss an innovation. Not one day goes by without something new coming down the pike. Human beings are perplexed by change, especially rapid change."


  "The problem with Kurzweil's 'singularity' is the same as that of fusion: it is always twenty MORE years in the future.


   A portmanteau of 'singularity' and 'Methuselah', 'Methuselarity', a term invented by Aubrey de Grey refers to a future time when all medical conditions causing death are eliminated, leaving only accident or homicide.


  "Centuries ago people did not know about details of mechanism and talked about a fountain of youth in Florida and Ponce de Leon looked for an actual fountain. Today we are looking for an actual gene, or an actual sequence of genes. Do you even think it is something actually discernible in the DNA sequence?"


  "It's gotta be. Has to be. Could not be any other way, unless you believe in magic."


  "Even the most rational of people living today -- and by that I mean the scientific community -- do, in fact, totally believe in magic, because they believe in quantum mechanics. If that stuff does not qualify as magic, nothing else does."


  "Cross" comparison


  "Actually, the software face recognition stuff is pretty darn good," explained the lady. She was smoking and Campbell thought, "By damn! She is EXACTLY like the old gal in Michael Crichton's novel!"


  

  Her job was simple: (1) Show her a photo of a person and (2) ask her to sift through a kazillion other pictures and (3) she will pick out the same guy's face even if years have gone by and the guy has aged. Sometimes she would just look at a face then stare off into space.


  "This one is a fake old picture." She tapped the 1910 picture. "Either that of this one is fake. If so, the 1910 guy's face has been put into the modern setting."


  "Any other explanation?" asked Campbell.


  She nodded and offered one more.


  "Both pictures are from 1910, but the one that is modern-looking has had the old 1910 furniture and background altered into modernity. In other words, BOTH faces are from 1910."


  Barringer corrected her with information. "We know with absolute certainty that this guy" -- he tapped the modern picture -- "is probably living today. Furthermore, we had our people microscopically analyze the photo for signs of Photoshop or Gimp. No kind of retouching that we can detect has been done on the old -- or the new -- picture. Can you say if that man is the same?"


  "It's impossible, but it is the same guy. Not a look-alike, not a relative, not a coincidence. Those two are the same person. There has been no time at all from one picture to the next; both are the same age. I would guess thirty, maybe thirty-five, but neither picture -- based on aging -- is the older or younger."


  She waited a second then also said, "But I can't explain the impossibility of it."


  After they left her Barringer also put in more information. "We had measurements done. The modern guy is six-one from analysis. They say he weighs in at one-sixty-five. The 1910 guys -- working without input from the other analysis team came up with same weight and height."


  "But it's not Oldman?"


  "No, it's a different guy. Family resemblance maybe."


   Campbell oiled the wheels of progress, but he also wanted to figure something out first.


   "So are you, like, MAKING a 3D image in your head when you do that?"


  She nodded, so he got out his View Master.


  "What's that? she asked.


  "3D fer sherr."


  

  He already had a circular reel inserted into the viewer. He looked up at the office's ceiling light fixture to verify it was the correct picture before handing it over.


   She peered into the View Master just a second and exclaimed, "I'm sure. Definitely. That's him."



   She withdrew the viewer from her forehead briefly and frowned, then looked again. This time she flicked the advancement lever of the viewer repeatedly, stepping through all seven 3D paired-pictures on the real.


  "Hey. What is this?" she asked.


  Campbell was doing fine, so Barringer did not interject. There was only a brief pause before Campbell answered.


  "That is a black and white set of stereoscopic images of The Civil War by Mathew Brady."


  She shook her head. "But then it CAN"T be our guy!"


   Campbell had watched The Twilight Zone as a kid and he, too, snatched a memory of a college professor.




  YEAR EIGHT (of ten)


  The source of religions


  Singh and John had become comfortable together, had attained a close level of intimate friendship. Nevertheless, a small part of Singh just could not come to grips with the truth of John's story. A very small part of him reserved the right to reverse his 'willing suspension of disbelief' about (a) John being so old and (b) John being Jesus.


  "It's just that either one of these things by itself would be enough to be totally incredible. Both of them? Wow!"


  "A third would be a killer."


  "A third?"


  "Never think that you have encountered the totality of revealed truth. The future always surprises you, always unfolds a third. I know what you mean, though. Myself as an inclusion into your heretofore-comfortable world view has definitely driven a wedge into your sense of orderliness."


  Singh blew out. "True dat. True dat. In one sense when I talk with you it is almost as if I could talk with God himself."


  John smiled and said, "I'm just supposed to be the intermediary and The Savior. No biggy."


  Singh looked at him and asked, "Well, do you feel like that you are The Savior? Has it gone to your head? Do you feel like you ARE The Savior?"


  

Marion Robert Morrison

  


  John shook his head. "No, not me. But the built up myth of Jesus, HE has become the savior. Look at it this way: I read about the actor Kirk Douglas criticizing his friend, a fellow actor, Marion Robert Morrison, otherwise known as John Wayne. Douglas told Wayne that Wayne had forgotten who he REALLY was. Wayne really was still just plain old Marion, even though the fame of it had gone to his head. John Wayne identified with the construct so much he had lost his original self."


  
Issur Danielovitch Demsky


  "And you?"

  


  "I'm still John, not the Jesus of religious lore. I have not actually played the role for two millenia, but the provenance of the performance has grown and grown. At this point I could not live up to the lines put into the mouth of the actor, so to speak."


  "But do you like the play and the lines spoken?"


  "Some of them. Some of them very much. Jesus himself has not had any 'bad lines' to speak but there sure has been a lot of evil done in the name of this fictitious play." He paused. "And a lot of good, too, of course."


  "A LOT of good," echoed Singh. "And, of course, I will admit a lot of bad."


  They just sat there for a second.


  "So, John, who do you think is writing the play, and why?"


  "Mankind group-writes the play. You know that old story 'that a camel is a horse designed by a committee'. I think there is an unconscious writer. A word here, a paragraph there. Deleted stories, new ones. Eventually, it comes together."


  Singh nodded. "The thing I wonder about is that it still has the utmost meaning for me, all of it, real and fictitious, all the way up to God and Heaven. So, now I gotta ask Jesus himself: what about God, then?"


  "You know everything I believe is colored by the time I spent with The Buddha. These are his words, not mine. He said all life strives to stay alive. In emergencies we panic and this panic keeps us alive. A drowning man clutches at straws. A falling man hopes for a handhold. A bleeding man, this; an animal attack, that. In all cases we are bidden to seek a solution for continued existence. We are 'programmed' to stay alive. Rarely do we give in to the inevitability of death. We constantly seek a successful solution to the dilemma. Rarely do we compromise -- but we DO compromise and this compromise with death actually incorporates death itself into the mix.


  "The belief in an afterlife and the belief in a deity or deities go hand in hand with this solution to death."


  "That's it, then?"


  "That's what my master believed. He asked me how it would be if I were contentedly reading a book when a whisperer told me I was going to die and that evening would end up in Heaven or Hell. Would I continue enjoying the read or would I panic and seek in vain a solution to the inevitable? I told him I would panic and seek to live on the Earth. He then changed the scenario saying that there definitely was no afterlife, neither Heaven nor Hell nor reincarnation. Heaven is a straw to clutch at when you are drowning and while you are panicking."


  Singh shook his head. "I don't really see the point."


  "The point is very horrible. Quite evil. The point is that a falling man, a drowning man will compromise. The falling man says to himself, 'It's only ten stories; I might survive with twenty broken bones as a paraplegic; I'll take that -- paraplegic over death.'"


  John paused before elaborating his horrible religious answer. "The falling man compromises even further: he will even settle for afterlife if he dies, if not Heaven he will even settle for Hell!!! That is the source of all false religion. The fear and the horror of death creates gods, heaven and hell!!!


  The fear and the horror of death creates gods, heaven and hell!


A dying man clutching at straws will settle for ANY kind of life, make ANY kind of deal, even an AFTERlife, and most ashamedly even settle for hell if not heaven. While you're at it, making stuff up about afterlife, you might as well throw in 'eternal' which induces self-hypnosis to cement the irrational idea with a sense of wonder. The unintended horror of an eternal hell combined with the intended bliss of an eternal heaven can even be put to use as a control mechanism by the clergy class in a sort of carrot/whip to permanently perpetuate the idea.


  "My master said that anyone perpetuating this false hope was the most evil of demons, that no fictitious Satan in Hell was as bad as any human religious leader who spreads such a lie. Think of all the poor little children who have been fed this garbage for thousands of years now in my name!"


  Singh nodded, stunned, his intellect and religious sense overturned like John overturning the money changers in the temple.


  "John, what of God?"


  "What of God? God is neither here nor there." He laughed at the unintended, serendipitous ambiguity of the phrase. "I guess you could take that either way!"


  "But even before Christianity, well before Jesus, people all over the world have been examining this business of religion. There have been certain things in common about this all over the Earth. The details have differed, but it has been everywhere, in every culture, in every age."


  "Probably built into our thinking as a dead-end conclusion. I am unable to really 'get into' the concept of infinite space or infinite time anymore than I can about infinite death. The word 'forever' is beyond humanity to think about. You know the astronomer joke? An old lady who believed the universe rests on the back of a gigantic turtle was asked by an astronomer what the turtle rested on. She replied another turtle. 'I know where you are going with this, young man! It's turtles all the way down!'"


  Reductio ad absurdum


  
"I have many times asked myself who created God and how he came into being, but I also have to ask how the universe came into being without a God, but the idea that it had no beginning and has always been in existence is just as difficult."
    


  "Again, my master always said the same thing: 'I do not go there'. It is a question for astronomers, cosmologists, physicists. But the rest of us have to get up Monday morning and go to work and deal with our fellow man. Whether there is a god or not is a question that is more remote and not necessarily immediately practical. The preachers seeking tithes will threaten you with Hell and lure you with Heaven, but they are mostly just soliciting money. God -- if he does exist -- certainly does not need money or power on Earth or even worshiping or even companionship of men."


  XXIX

Into this universe and why not knowing nor whence, like water willy-nilly flowing; and out of it, as wind along the waste willy-nilly blowing

-- The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
by Edward Fitzgerald



  "Truly, John, it is WE who need companionship of the divine."
    


   "Do we? Do we, really? Who says?"
    


   Singh shrugged. "It's an observation."

    


  "There are two kinds of accommodations here. One of them is me adapting to the accepted role of the well-known Jesus. The other is all of humanity adapting to the real-me."


  "That's if they find out. One adaptation has already occurred. You already know the difference between the historical reputation you have and what you think of as the real you."


  "Well, the atheist has a dilemma in that there really is a Jesus, but would feel vindicated, somehow, in that the real Jesus is not divine."


  Singh laughed. "Forget about the atheist's problem 'accommodating' and think about the poor true believer! Talk about 'accommodating!'"


  Singh made a wry face. "John, you know and I know about the crucifixion. Humanity killed you, then, no sooner were you gone and there is this abrupt reversal, clamoring for your return, the Second Coming."


  "So?"


  "So, that's part of your fear, that they would do it again. You know they would. Hell, humanity would recrucify you again and again. Somehow that is our nature. We say we want something, then when we got it, we destroy it, then hope anew for that good thing we just 'lost.'"


  "But you just said we need the companionship of the divine."


  "That's right. We do. But as soon as we get it, we chuck it away and we are back to square one."




  YEAR NINE (of ten)


  "John," began Singh, "I've a 'source of religions' for you.



   It sounded like the beginnings of a confession to John, so he listened attentively and respectfully.



   "I was working at the VA, a mental hospital. It was during the year of unpaid internship I took to get a license."



   "As a pastor? Were you in 'Religion Service'?"



   "No. Actually, I also got a PhD in clinical psychology. It was in 'Psychology Service'.  Now, here's the deal with stuff like psychology: it swings with the conservative/liberal pendulum. Some decades they 'try to understand' the ax murderer and totally ignore his victims. Others decades they tell the murderer to go fuck himself and that the surviving victims are themselves the victims of Capitalism or some such. Yahdah, yahdah, yahdah.



  "So here's my story. While I was there, there was this 'new' idea called 'facilitated communication'. I had a good faculty advisor and, luckily, he told me to stay the hell away from it, that it was fraudulent and skanky. They took a no-kidding ouija board and put it in front of a non-self-aware guy, a guy who couldn't scratch his own ass or even knew he had one. We would say kinda/sorta brain dead. Anywho, the properly trained facilitator would guide homeboy's hand around the ouija board and -- hey, presto! -- homeboy spells out 'I love you, Mom!' in front of his tearful mother."



   "When you said 'ouija board' -- wow! -- kind of gave it away, except to the unwary, don't you think!"



   "Which leads to my point. The mom should have been suspicious, but she suspended her normally-wary disbelief. She WANTED to believe. She wanted to believe even for a brief time. For a short time she could ignore the evidence and have her son back."



   John blew out a sigh. "The Oracle of Delphi. Seances with the dead. The priest who tell illiterate people who don't know Latin what is in the Bible and what it all means."



   "And those tears? Those same kind of tears come at a charismatic healer's pronouncement that the rheumatism is gone."



   They were silent a bit and John asked, "So, what happened in psychology?"



  "Oh, I think you can guess: It went through the normal run of phases. First it was touted as a new, wonderful way to communicate with the disabled. Then, there were specialists who certified the facilitators with credentials. These guys were sought after and paid. Suspicion set in and, quietly, the whole business was shut down. Finally, it was erased as though it had never been. Those psychologists who had been prominent in the field very quietly removed their names from involvement. Now it is as though the thing never happened."



  "Now, you're gonna say, 'Although Christianity is like a ouija board..."



   "It is VERY like a ouija board. It is EXACTLY like the oracle ladies at Delphi. Preachers do, in fact, amplify The Bible with stuff not in it and they DO tell you your future. Better still, they not only tell you your fortune but it is a CONDITIONAL fortune -- your future depends on your behavior, especially your tithes."



  "The worst one was Homer's  poor little Iphegenia, Clytemnestra's toddler. Her dad, Agamemnon, stabbed her to death on an altar to propitiate the Aolian gods for favorable winds so that his thousand ships could go besiege Troy and get Helen back."



  You pick: Helen or the toddler 

I'm a priest, so it don't make me no nevermind


  Singh nodded and said, "I recall ten years later when Troy was sacked that Clytemnestra killed her husband Agamemnon when he took Helen as a prize. But here's a good point: the soothsayer Calchas (a) was right about the winds -- probably by luck and chance -- winds eventually blow a sail. (b) The son of a bitch was probably never punished for having had the boss's daughter murdered. In one sense, generals and senators are soothsayers, too, advising us to sacrifice our kids on the altar of war to propitiate -- What? -- Mars? -- their egos?"



   "Is that what you are saying, that the priests, the preachers, the Pope, the Jerry Falwells, the Ayatollahs of the world are never punished?"



   "Persacktly so. They are kinda/sorta immune. Once in a while a battle prediction or a sick daughter getting well prediction might not pan out and the boss has the inaccurate soothsayer done in. Usually, though, vague, lame-ass predictions suffice to create a forecast with dual or multiple interpretations. The guy can even say auspicious omens IF your heart is pure and then you gotta good way out cause everyone doubts the pureness of his own heart."



   "Even better: the predictions about Heaven, Hell, -- and that new one -- Purgatory cannot even EVER be verified one way or the other."



   "So, I know you. You have a point."



   "Yah. The point. Poor old Jesus got crucified. Now the oracles are telling us -- after the fact -- that this was a good thing, that His death suffices as the mother-load of all sacrifices, that his death was -- in fact -- preplanned in God's own Day Planner, that -- in fact -- in a vague-ass Trinity sort of way God also suffered. The oracles 'predicted the past'. They've got a lock on time and space, on eternity. Christianity is the ultimate ouija board in that sense."



  "Amazing! But you still like it."



   "It has been the best of ouija boards. Better than I-ching."


  It was not aspirin


  Oldman and Sandy were kicking back in his hunting cabin. The fire was on and the room close to the fire place was too hot, but the wall furthest away was freezing. They sat in the Goldilocks zone, not too cold, not too hot, and it felt just right to be sitting on the rug leaning into each other.


  "I'll bet you have wondered a million times what it is that made you not age."


  "My mother told me a shaman gave her a potion during her pregnancy because the presentation was wrong. He said it would be a difficult birth otherwise."


  "You're kidding!" She sat up. "Do you know what was in it?"


  John nodded. "He told me years later when I asked him. It was bark of the willow tree. He made a tea of it. Today we say the methyl esters of acetyl-salicylic acid. Aspirin. That sure was not it, especially since I was already at term, just before birth."


  He continued. "Probably something rather simple, either a point deletion, point substitution, inversion. Something in the DNA strand."


  "But if it happened once, could the exact thing have happened to someone else? Or before you? Or since?"


  "Over the years I have run into others from time to time. It would have to be a person like one of the modern races and could not have been a Neanderthal because they would be too easily recognizable. Also, due to accidents, some otherwise-immortal people die from time to time."


  He paused and laughed. "I had this weird idea once that the same thing could have happened to subhumans or animals and that, maybe, the subhumans learned -- despite lower intelligence -- to hide out. That would explain Mr. Yeti and Mrs. Big Foot and so forth. What do you think?" He was grinning playfully, but Sandy was serious. She considered not cryptozoic stuff, not fiction, but was thinking about real, otherwise normal-looking people.


  Sandy nodded. "The people you ran into -- how did you verify?"


  John shrugged. "Easy-peasy. Language. Nobody today other than such a person from the past even knows how Latin was pronounced in the old days, much less Babylonian, Sumerian. I can go all the way back to one or two of the Neanderthal tongues." He shook his head. "You could not fool me that way."


  "It seems as though you two guys would have stuck together because you had that one single important thing in common."


  "You'd think so. But people are drawn to staying with each other for reasons more than that sort of thing and they are certainly driven away from each other for other reasons, too. One particular man I met was not just different. He was not a pleasant person. I would not say just evil."


  "Evil?"


  "He was like the very devil. You've got to understand how I have made many transitions in reinventing myself. At first I was a hunter/gatherer. I worked stone into tools for centuries and centuries just like everyone else. Then I had to learn how to be a herdsman, then a farmer. The idea of being tied to an area, not being able to leave, being forced to nurture the soil, protect it from pestilence, enemies was not the hardest thing. The hardest thing to relearn was the concept of 'ownership' that a particular plot of ground belonged to me. When the industrial revolution hit I had to go from farmer to manufacturer. Now, once again," -- he shrugged -- "I have the information age, investments, money, interest, credit. See, most people are born into an age. They don't have to learn a concept but once and once learned never have to learn another. I've cycled through many."


  "And this other guy?"


  "He learned to steal, rape, kill. He is stuck on that level and can't get beyond that. Can you imagine? Ten-thousand years of being an outlaw? Look at me -- I've been in prison myself. But I've been an honest citizen all the while. Can you imagine how many times he must have been caught and imprisoned? More than likely, he was executed."


  "If he is still kicking around, that means he has not been executed." Sandy thought a bit. "Has it ever occurred to you to take care of him yourself? After all, he might be the greatest murderer in history, not a MASS murderer, just a sequential one-at-a-time murderer."


  John nodded and said, "He knows how to defend himself and has developed good self-protection habits. His antennae are always attuned to danger."


  Sandy took it from this that John had at least thought of the idea.


  She had another thought borne of her femininity. "John, apparently whatever it is inside of you and others like you occasionally pops up as a mutation -- though rarely -- yet it does not breed true?" She was none-too-subtly asking him if he had ever monitored any of his children for this to have occurred.


  "It is something in the germ plasm that gets canceled out. It would be something to ask of Harry. Perhaps it is in the mitochondria or something, not in the nucleus."


  Sandy thought about it for a second and a flag went up. John had it just backwards, she thought, for mitochondrial informational was matralineal only; it propagated through the female lineage and never to the males because it was resident in the egg, never the sperm.


  "Did you ever have a girl?"


  "No." He quickly corrected. "Yes, but none survived. For some reason only boys."


  She now wondered if John's emotional involvement at this very personal level had forced him into not ever noticing this particular significant piece of evidence. They had to tell Harry and get his input.


  Sandy thought of a well-known phrase, a pithy truth, and applied it now to DNA not having a sex-choice.


   When there is no choice, there is almost the certainty of error.


  "... and I give you another fiction."


  The Buddha had been thinking, immobile, intently in thought. John saw that his master was in deep concentration and did not disturb him. They were in the process of brewing tea.


  "John do you remember the time a few years ago when I told you the story about the Whisperer at the wedding party?"


  John nodded.


  "I not only remember the story but the implications of dwelling or not dwelling on the hereafter have filled my thoughts. The story bears thinking about, Master, and I have gone over it many, many times."


  "Good. Now here is another twist on that same story. I told you that it might be better for some -- perhaps most -- indeed, perhaps ALL people -- to avoid thinking there might be an afterlife, a Reward, Punishment, or Recycling. But there is another way of looking at it, too. For some, when the idea is planted into their heads by another -- or even as a self-originating thought -- that there might be an afterlife, those unfortunate persons would find it nearly impossible to imagine there is oblivion after death." He laughed. "It is like that joke, 'Try NOT to think about a hippopotamus!' You cannot."


  John nodded. He had the same conclusion himself.


  "So, what would then be the Second Best idea for such a person? How should he proceed?"


  John did not know and shook his head.


  "Well, unfortunately -- or, perhaps, fortunately -- the next best option would be to function in life and in thought as though there IS, IN ALL CERTAINTY, an afterlife, a reward, perhaps a punishment, maybe a reincarnation. An eternal salvation, if you will."


  John furrowed his brow, briefly angered at his master. He felt a little bit betrayed, for his master had contradicted his past, most important lesson.


  Any holy man of any religion who dangles his group over the reward of Heaven or the punishment of Hell is himself an evil demon and the purported religion is corrupt!!! 


  "But, Master, now we are back to the starting place of our journey. It is as though we have traveled full circle. We have arrived at where we began!"


  "No, we have not. We have the very same conclusion of thinking in terms of afterlife, but we have arrived there from a different direction. We have verified that you can reach the same location via a different route."


  "So, Master, are you now saying that some people should go through life definitely believing in an afterlife, one of Reward, Punishment, or Reincarnation?"


  XXVII

Myself when young did eagerly frequent doctor and Saint, 
and heard great argument About it and about: but evermore Came out by the same door where in I went. 
-- The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
by Edward Fitzgerald



  "Exactly so. It gives great comfort to many."


  "But, Master! The evil created by this mass delusion, the manipulation of the population, the excuses for war, and the creation of the indolent Priest class... That is, that is exasperating!"


  "Yes, it is. Yes, it is, but all that evil is also counterbalanced by a semblance of goodness, too. Many, many people take comfort in this sort of eternal scheme. Would you rob them of their dream? And who are you and who am I to think that only we are right? I don't know and neither do you, pupil. Why should we destroy someone else's hope?


  "Listen: you know I do not offer happiness. In one sense my philosophy is an offer to give up suffering, but in so doing I also found it necessary to also give up happiness. Oh, to be sure, I offer a semblance of bliss... But it is NOT happiness. Surely you see it, too: the only truly happy people are religious people. Atheists are all morose, melancholy."


  "But, Master, it is not that the people are even free to choose. The priest and their institutions hold up afterlife as a certainty. They are not just SELLING the idea; they are FORCING humanity to buy their product, whether the people want to or not!"


  "There is no worse tyranny than to force a man to pay for what he does not want merely because you think it would be good for him." 
-- Robert Heinlein



  "True enough, true enough. Yet just the opposite could also be true: atheists could more-or-less force atheism onto the populous."


  The Buddha was at that time speaking of the then-prevalent idea of forcing a nation into worshiping the emperor -- a false deity -- not the literal concept of forcing true atheism -- another false deity.


  Now centuries later the prophetic words of The Buddha had become true under the Soviet Union's inadvertent, ironic foray into 'Crony-Capitalism': they had 'competed' against established religion and had forced the populous into buying atheism by means of eliminating the competitor to atheism and establishing a monopoly of atheism. The price the Russians paid for the error was a century of misery, both economic but also spiritual. If you eliminate competition, you eliminate choice. When there is no choice, there is almost the certainty of error.


  "Pupil, you are teetering and tottering again. No. Wait. You are walking a fence again. That's it: you are once again afraid to jump down from indecision."


  "But, Master, what if I hop to the wrong side?"


  "Easy enough," shrugged The Buddha. "You have ALREADY jumped to the wrong side and ALREADY know it. Just climb the fence again and hop to the other side. In your case, pupil, you have reascended to the top of the fence, but are now afraid to jump to the OTHER side.


  

    "Age is an issue of mind over matter. If you don't mind, it doesn't matter." 
-- Mark Twain 



    What is matter? 

    Never mind. 

    What is mind? 

    It doesn't matter.  


  "Yet, do not be afraid, for in one sense you should not mind, because in another sense, it does not matter."


  "Just thinking about it like that, Master, drives me crazy! 'Mind'. 'Matter'."


  "Yes, it's all the same. Matter is mind, mind is matter, and neither one is at the heart of the matter. Forget all those dead end journeys. If you go there you will arrive nowhere, so don't go at all."


  Sui caedo


  John's generosity with money at first overwhelmed Sandy. His wealth was beyond counting, but they had to be careful with its expenditure. He had become expert at outwitting the IRS. Most of his purchases were cash only, at least those purchases beyond the normal realm of asst. jun. Prof. at a small liberal arts college.


  "Even as acting department head I must live within my means. It's easy to do if you can quickly tap a million or even a billion for 'pocket money'." He grinned and handed Sandy a hundred thousand in currency for her to hide. He had more than overwhelmed her with the gift of ten million dollars. "Just in case. This cannot be traced back to me and it is as solid as gold. It is gold, in fact." She shook her head at the wonder of it.


  They saw each other every day at work and spent most of their free time together, too. Sandy was still hesitant about their relationship and she could see John was a bit tentative, too.


  "It was the longest love affair in the history of mankind, John. I would otherwise be vain and petty and smug that, somehow, I enticed you away from the memory of Eva."


  He hugged her sincerely and said, "Yes, you did."


  "Aren't you worried that it might happen to you again, that you might pine away after me when I, too, am gone?"


  "I do have that as a worry. I worry that after you are gone that I will go crazy with grief over you and that in my despair go back in my thoughts to Eva, that I would, in that sense, betray my current feelings for you."


  "Let's not worry about that now. Perhaps, somehow, by the way we live now, we can figure out a way for you, some way of dealing with it all. Let me ask you, though, a worry I have, something that occurred to me: I suppose thoughts of suicide have occasionally crossed your mind?"


  "When I am glum. But you know, so far I have made it okay across that tiny speed bump of 14,000 years, so I don't suppose I would ever actually do it. Not even a dual suicide pact."


  "Oh, lord! Did one of your wives...?"


  He nodded. "Not one of my better marriage choices."


  She laughed and covered her mouth. "I'm sorry." She was laughing so hard he joined her.


  "I told her to go ahead, that I would join her later and, of course, that same day we split up."


  Sandy was still laughing. "Did you also give her ten million?"


  "More. In today's money, more. She made out like a bandit."


  Sandy intertwined her fingers with his and said, "I don't want anything except being together with you and if it is just this relatively short time together that is -- for me -- good enough and could not possibly be better." She squinted. "For you it is not the same, but neither of us can do anything about that, so why worry?"


  John did not tell her of his envy that he now felt, that she knew she was going to die and, therefore, could NOT form the baggage-like attachment to immortality.


  Ironic as heck! His master had told people NOT to form attachments, NOT to expect immortality, yet here was John more or less attached to the concept himself, not through anything he had done, but by chance. 'Am I attached to chance?' he wondered.


  He felt it like a boat anchor and for him immortality possessed him in the same way a miser was possessed by his gold. Yet, there was no easy way to free himself of the connection, except spiritually.


  intimacy


  
"Those books, the paperbacks..." Sandy wanted to discuss the subject, but wanted John to amplify the mystery if he wanted to.


  "Yeah. All the same theme: secret immortality
and the SECRET of immortality." He flipped through the books at random, smiling.


  He hefted the old VHS tape. It was covered with dust, an old Twilight Zone. John smiled and held it aloft. "I knew him."


  "Rod Serling?"


  "No. Charles Beaumont, the writer, the guy who wrote about Walter Jameson. Beaumont almost guessed. Maybe he DID guess. I was teaching history and I did have a good friend, another teacher -- an older guy -- and I told Beaumont about him."


  "Did he have a daughter?"


  Oldman nodded. "But, unlike the video play, I backed off my feelings and didn't let myself get emotionally close." He sighed. "I saw Alice as too fragile to be hurt, a person unable to handle tragedy, too delicate.


  He paused a bit, then continued. "Anyway, Charles was teaching an English course and I knew he did science fiction, so we had a couple of beers and, somehow, he got me to open up."


  "So you told him?"


  "Not directly. We were talking sci fi and he told me this idea for the story. I listened and nodded. I told him it was a good yarn and I also told him Alice and I were gonna call it quits and that I hoped it would not spoil my friendship with her dad. He lit up at the disclosure and incorporated the scene into his story, making the romance part of the tale. The true events got all mixed up with his story and he added to it."


  "I liked the part where he aged into dust after getting shot, but -- you know -- knowing you -- YOU would have done that as a magician's trick to sort of finalize your exit."


  "Yeah. I suggested to Charles that a more fitting ending would have been for the two gals to get into a cat fight over me with two revolvers and that BOTH of them die! Wow! That serves you right for both jilting and two-timing. However, when they filmed it, they wanted to make use of the 'rapid-aging' scene which also created a literary sense of poetic justice."


  "So, you still miss Alice?"


  John shook his head. "You are a tough cookie, Sandy. That's what attracts me to you, in part."


  eggsactly


  Sandy made her decision and secretly visited the fertility clinic without anybody's knowledge. Her dad did not know, nor John, not even Harry, though she would later confide in him.


  The physician had a variety of patient types and upscale women such as Sandy appeared to be were part of the mix. There had been expensively dressed professional career women in the waiting room, stylish and rich-looking. The parking lot was full of Porsches and Mercedes Benz sports cars as a match to the clientèle.


  "We can retrieve a small number of viable eggs, then freeze them for re-implantation later, reintroduced after fertilization back into you or, if you prefer, a surrogate host mother." Sandy nodded and augmented for clarification, "Just me. No host."


  The doctor nodded. He understood. This was for insurance. Sometimes a wife wanted to fertilize eggs with a soldier husband's sperm right before deployment into a war zone. He nowadays had a greater variety of scenarios than years before when they had started the clinic. Some of the reasons were unusual, most understandable. In one case a cancer-ridden wife had asked her sister to bear a child for her. It was sometimes heart-breaking. In other cases it was career vanity, a corporate power-woman putting children on the back burner while she shredded competitors.


  "I was hoping it might be possible for me to take the frozen eggs with me."


  The doctor nodded. "From time to time we have been asked to do just that, even though, for the most part, we arrange to store the eggs at a local facility." He did not use the terms 'take out' or 'to go' as you would with fast food. "The eggs are stored indefinitely, kept at low temperature with frozen CO2 -- dry ice -- during transit."


  The procedure itself was not time consuming nor risky, but it certainly was expensive. Sandy timed her procedure during one of John's trips to another of his colleges. She did not go with him on these trips he occasionally took because they still had not yet made the decision which of the other schools John would transfer to.


  After she recovered from the procedure of egg harvesting she checked out of the clinic and took a taxi home. They gave her a black nylon bag filled with dry ice. In the center was a small labeled box with six human eggs. The freezing and unfreezing process was best left to medical men whose area of expertise was this exact science of artificial insemination in a lab, in a petri dish, so to speak.


  Harry


  "Actually, we do not even need your own eggs, except in the sense of matching blood type."


  Sandy and Harry sat sprawled in his living room drinking a pitcher of margaritas he had just poured.


  "Well, better than blood type, we now have not other similar such worries like tissue rejection even if the blood type matches since they are, after all, my own eggs."


  Harry still looked worried.


  "I read the articles you gave me but some of it I did not understand. What does the term 'selective reduction' mean exactly?"


  "Oh, that. Well, it's a euphemism for keeping the fertilized eggs you think are good and using those eggs and it also means -- without so saying crudely -- that you are discarding -- destroying and killing -- those fertilized eggs you do not want to keep."


  Sandy's mind went into a private fugue with that definition. She suddenly made the comparison to abortion and its political/religious controversy. The right wing pro life argument NEVER brought up this fertility clinic destruction of zygotes, but ALWAYS denounced the exact same scenario for abortions, yet the fertility clinic nearly always killed a half dozen, not just one.


  "Why not keep them all? Aren't these all exactly alike? Clones?"


  "Yes, but the technique we use does not always result in viable embryos. We remove the DNA from your egg, then inject the external DNA into the empty egg cell. If all goes well it immediately begins to grow. It is at this point no long merely egg cell or sperm cell -- it is now a single cell zygote of the blueprint of an entire human being, an exact clone of the original.


  "If the cell divides into two, then four, then eight, and so on, it is now called a 'blastula', a spherical, multicellular early zygote.


  "This solid, spherical mass of cells -- the blastula -- which are 'stem' cells -- begins to differentiate into specialty cells. The group of cells begins to form the head end on one side and fold over looking somewhat like a rolled up pancake. This is called the 'gastrula' stage of development. Usually, though not always, this indicates that all has gone well and all will continue to go well right up until birth."


  "Have you already sequenced the DNA from the hair sample?"


  Harry nodded. "We have run the sequencer multiple times and from what I can tell, it is at a hundred percent."


  Thelma's pup thylacine was now fully grown and was as big as a large dog. It was tame, house broken, and friendly. The panting marsupial slobbered a greeting all over Sandy's hands. It whined a sort of a dog-typical 'I'm so happy to see you' sound as it thrust its slobbery muzzle into the lap of the conversation. The happy success of this clone added to Sandy's decision to go ahead with the project.


  She had watched Harry put its lawn poop into plastic bags and thought, "John and I will be changing diapers!"


  "How long to thaw the eggs, remove the yolk, and so forth?"


  Harry indicated the calendar and said, "Any time you and John are okay with this. Since you guys are scheduling a pregnancy you can use personal convenience of work schedule -- the semester, season, whatever."


  She would have to confer with John and did not tell Harry why, that John was not real big on this idea. Harry seemed to sense something of this and added some technical information, perhaps repeating himself.


  "Sandy, do you know why nature invented genders?"


  She nodded and gave him the answer (or at least one of the answers) that he wanted to hear.


  "For reshuffling the blueprints each and every time."


  He nodded. "You've maybe seen when somebody makes a copy of a copy of a copy on a copier. Each successive version is a little blurrier, gets all ripply/wiggly, margins and corners cut off, and so forth."


  "That's what I don't understand, Harry. When you copy an MP3 song or a digital video, the copies are EXACTLY like the original because the original is digitally encoded and so is the copy and so is DNA -- the Xerox copying machine gets eroded with each replication because it is analog, not digital."


  "True enough, but it is more complicated than you would think. When you transmit or copy digital stuff like a video, audio, or program, or ANY kind of data, you run the risk of 'replication errors' and beyond even a relatively small amount of data the chances of spontaneously arising errors are unavoidable. In fact, because of DNA's length, it is virtually certain that there will be errors. To be sure, some of those errors are incorporated into the whole as a sort inadvertent backdrop of evolution. Many such errors are incorporated into the soup, leading to improvements, but most are detrimental, debilitating, and lethal.


  "Computer transmissions of digital data use a method of 'checksum' or 'CRC -- Cyclic Redundancy Check' to make sure there aren't any errors. But here's the deal, Sandy: what we are doing here with cloning does not have any which kind of similar parachute. If errors pop up, we have to live with them. Or, in this case, maybe die with them. Cloning is a shortcut; it is risky."


  "Harry, I understand that. If we use the DNA from the Neanderthal hair strands we will clone that original individual and, because it's a clone, I understand the risks due to the replication errors. But, is it physically possible to take the Neanderthal DNA from the hair strands and sexually combine that DNA with, say, mine? Wouldn't that normalize the problem of replication errors?"


  Harry nodded. "It's way complicated, more so than mere cloning -- and make no mistake -- garden variety cloning is by itself way complicated. This is beyond anything tried before. Theoretically, though, it is possible. We could 'impregnate' your egg with the Neanderthal DNA acting as sperm. Or -- as another scenario -- we could remove your DNA from your egg, introduce the Neanderthal DNA inside of the now empty egg, then fertilize that egg with, say, John's sperm cell. In the second scenario there would be nothing of you in the ensuing zygote, but John would be father. In the first scenario, there would be nothing of John in the ensuing zygote, but you would be mother. In both scenarios, the resulting zygote would be half Neanderthal."


  "Is it possible to do a three-way mix?"


  "Nope. Not yet. Maybe in a few years. Think about kitty-cats -- when a litter is born each kitten might have a different tom cat as daddy. Sometimes Mormon polygamists claim that a child has characteristics of more than one of the 'sister wives', but that is a total crock, because in those cases that's truly the case: the 'sister' wives are truly 'sisters' and, of course, there would be a family resemblance."


  "I wanta ask about cockroaches and the Virgin Mary."


  "Oh, you are cold, woman!" He knew what she meant. She was talking about parthenogenesis.


  "Sort of like 'Cabbages and Kings', I know, but how come the bugs can get by without daddies and, except for Mary, humans cannot?"


  "'cause there are a kazillion baby bugs with each cockroach litter and nature has purposely accommodated to cockroach reproduction. The kazillion babies mask the fact that quite a few of them are genetically defective. It's the same sort of deal that with male sperm cells, many of them, are also defective -- little two-headed sperms and so forth. In the race to the egg, defective sperm cells always lose the race anyway and in that manner always get weeded out of the genetic mix. As for a no-kidding virgin birth in vertebrates -- it is theoretically very possible, but extremely remote."


  "We will have to make a decision. Or, at least, I will." She looked up at Harry to punctuate that her future decision was hers, not John's. "If we use me as host and if we do not incorporate John's sperm, it will be my decision alone if we go ahead. In this case, John would be out of the loop morally, ethically, and so forth because nothing of his DNA would be on the line."


  Harry nodded agreement. "If we use half-John and half-Neanderthal, then BOTH of you must be in total agreement since your body is host and you would be the pregnant lady. But, Sandy, I gotta say -- science is great and all, but don't you guys let a thing like this get between your personal relationship. It is not worth disagreeing about. Everybody ought to be in total accord whatever you decide to do."


  She wanted to create reality not from fiction, not from nothingness, but from love.


  out with the old; in with the new


  "It's decision time, John. Are we going to do this or not?"


  Sandy was resolved to go ahead with the cloning. Somehow her thinking had planted mandates of sequence. First, she would get pregnant with the clone. Next, she and John would have a child of her own.


  John had tried to get her to reverse the order, but she was adamant.


  "No way. I would chicken out. Harry assures me the clone birth could in no way impair my ability to reproduce normally after that pregnancy."


  "So why not our own child first?"


  

Little Nala


  She sat up in bed and confessed a little. "Because I know I would chicken out. I would be afraid of treating the clone like a laboratory exhibit, like a project, not a human being."


  She remembered her experience with her cats. She had been about thirteen and their full-grown cat was about six when she and her dad had rescued an orphaned nearly-newborn kitty at the park. They had heard it meowing in a torrential downpour and pulled it out of a PVC pipe. It was covered in ants, ant bites, fleas, cuts. They kept it, of course, got it shots and so forth. Their older cat had in some sense been displaced as favorite pet. Patiently the older cat endured, its life now turned around by an intruder, a 'younger wife' in the Mormon polygamist sense.


  It's hard to give up Pooh even if you are a robot kid, even though you know Pooh is not real...


            ...even though you know YOU are not real. 


  Sandy remembered the scene in the Pinnochio-like movie A-I, when the robot boy's solid, secure place in the family as only child had given way to the 'real' son's reintroduction back into the family. Sandy felt she could make an end run around that scenario. The A-I sequence went (1) real kid, (2) real kid temporarily leaves, (3) robot kid, (4) real kid returns, (5) conflict and rivalry. She thought by introducing the clone first, its place in her heart would endure and a second child with John would be a natural inclusion.


  Damn! she thought. It was like Lady and the Tramp. Lady was displaced by the advent of the new baby. If the baby had been first and if the husband and wife had THEN gotten Lady there would have been no conflict, for a spaniel pet dog could not displace love for a baby.


  
Tramp stamp of approval


  Oh! Now she felt guilt. Was that what she thought, that the Neanderthal clone was a sort of pet dog? An animated cartoon? A science fiction Pinocchio story. The unborn Neanderthal clone child now called out to her and she felt love for the baby, saying "Oh, you can love me, even though I am as-yet a fiction." She resolved to hasten Harry along. She wanted to create reality not from fiction, not from nothingness, but from love.


  She had no illusions about John loving her, but she also had no illusions that John had loved other women, other wives, not just dozens, not just hundreds, but perhaps THOUSANDS of times before. But his character was such that she thought he would at least love her totally during the time they had together. But would he love their child if they had one together? And, more to the point, would he love the clone Neanderthal?


  Sandy knew about male bears and other animals who, after killing a male rival, also killed the rival's young offspring. In nature, that was to bring the now-available female bear back into heat AND also destroy the former rival's progeny.


  And John was a man, not a bear, but could he love the Neanderthal child? It was important that he did, both to the child, to Sandy, but also to John.


  Sandy knew why SHE wanted the Neanderthal baby, but why did John? Where did he get the DNA? There was something in the air about it and she was in tune with him so that it seemed discordant somehow. She resolved to get a decision, an explanation, a commitment. Something was holding him back about the idea of it. He had the idea in his head but John somehow could not bring himself to go through with completion. He was afraid of something.


  Wedding day


  Singh performed the ceremony. He made it as secular as possible. To that end he hardly referenced God, Jesus, the Church, Christianity.


  "'Love and cherish' okay with you guys? How about 'Til death do you part'? This is a little out of my league, you know. In fact, as army chaplain, I more or less was involved in divorces more than marriages."


  "I thought you saved some marriages," put in Sandy.


  "Not to mention 'saving souls'," added John.


  "That, too. That, too. It is almost sad. No offense, but it seems so transient, even though the LENGTH of the marriage will be the same as anybody elses. It is just that, for John, life will go on and on like the Energizer Bunny, but for the rest of us..."


  Sandy nodded. "John and I are dealing with that. We're good with it." She said this quietly, almost whispering. There was a Mona Lisa smile on her face. Singh could not make out its inner source. Resignation? Inevitability? Disappointment? Maybe it was just as she said, 'We're good with it.'


  John and Sandy exchanged vows and, to Singh, after he looked into their faces was also good with it. He reflected that the marriage seemed a good move for both of them.


  He suddenly had a thought! It was good for him, too, for the marriage was a sort of success milestone for John's therapy meetings. Now THAT is certainly getting on with things, getting over melancholy enough to get married.


  Perhaps Sandy would become pregnant and John could begin dealing with fatherhood, still yet another way of not being so self-absorbed. Nothing like husband and father to get you to quit looking so hard in the mirror.


  Twig


  Harry sat at his bench with a micromanipulator. The magnified egg cell showed up on his whopping sixty inch Visio monitor and the egg looked like a ghostly, transparent basketball.


  Sandy sat beside him and watched. She was glued to the action and did not even comment. Harry was talkative enough for both of them.


  "Thawed out okay, so I guess we can proceed."


  The needle, though very, very sharp and very, very small, bowed in the egg cell wall as though the needle was too blunt for a puncture. Then, at the last resistance of the membrane's elasticity, the needle entered into the center. Harry now operated the vacuum plunger and extracted the contents of Sandy's egg cell. They watched the ghostly shadow of the contents being consumed by the hollow needle.


  "Now I am going to introduce the Neanderthal DNA and allow it to combine with the DNA from your egg cell." He had earlier used a PCR (Polymerized Chain Reaction) to amplify the Neanderthal DNA into an entire, complete, normal strand. It was a lengthy ladder, a billion rungs long and Harry could only hope THIS strand was intact and perfect in every way.


  The new DNA squirted into the empty cell. "Our work is done now. It is now up to the automatic mechanism in the DNA to harness the cell and if all goes well it will begin growing and reproducing itself. If it works, the ensuing zygote is your daughter -- half from you, half from the past."


  For a second Harry just sat there in total awe. "Do you know what 'clone' means? Where the word comes from?"


  Sandy shook her head.


  "It's from grafting little branches to existing trees. You've heard about how they can put Delicious apples growing on a branch of a green Granny Smith tree? The word actually means 'twig'."


  The word Twig resonated in Sandy's head and without her knowing it, she now already had a name for the child. It was a gender-neutral name and could be either for a little boy or little girl. She thought about it: one-half Neanderthal.


  Harry turned off the camera for he did not want its heat to cause damage. They went into the kitchen for lunch.


  "How long til we know?"


  Harry chewed and swallowed and said, "Coupla hours. There should be cell division. If so, we can assume blastulogenesis is going along okay. The big hurdle after that will be if the cells begin to differentiate into head and tail and if they fold up to make inside and outside. They call this 'gastrulogenesis'. You'll have to wait a few days for that."


  "What happens if something goes wrong?"


  "If anything goes wrong during a pregnancy it is usually at this point. That is when many spontaneous miscarriages happen."


  "How about Thelma?"


  Harry nodded. "I went through three iterations. I varied the temperature and the PH."


  Sandy helped Harry load the dish washer and they returned to the lab. He flipped on the camera and the cell loomed before them, slightly quivering in some Brownian dance, some subatomic shuffle that told humanity, "I'm here. I'm NOT here. Fooled ya!"


  There was a faint line showing down the middle. If you used your imagination, there were now two basketballs on screen glued together along the common flattened side. "It's doing it. It's dividing."


  "How long til the next?"


  "I'll call you tomorrow. There's nothing we can do to help or hinder. It's not like we are baby sitting. It'll either be okay or it will stop and that means something was wrong."


  Disclosure


  Sandy did not discuss birth control with John. He just assumed she was on the pill. She toyed with the idea of telling him. She bit her lip and HAD TO tell him. If she did not, then that would be a horrible betrayal of trust. It would be as though she were some sort of evil Mrs. Doctor Frankenstein using him as a I'm-now-married excuse so that she could engage in a diabolical female medical experiment to create a zombie from the past.


  Whoa! She just had a thought. She WAS on the pill. Would that fact somehow create a condition within her that would prevent implantation of the zygote? She had to ask Harry. She was about to phone when he called her.


  "Hello."


  "I can't count good because of the transparency, but I think we are up to sixteen. So far, so good."


  Sandy responded with enthusiasm but now, due to her dishonesty with John, felt she had to tell him.


  That evening over dinner she did.


  "Okay," she sighed. "I have a really bad confession."


  He looked up, fork poised. He waited.


  "I did something sneaky and you might be really, really mad at me, so mad that I worry you might leave me now in anger."


  She really had his attention now and he put down his fork. For a second he did not know what it might be and for a second thought she might have 'told someone' about him, or spent a bundle of money on something, perhaps bought something inappropriate."


  "John, we discussed me getting pregnant."


  He nodded slightly and for a second thought that she was going to disclose that she was pregnant with his child. Yes, they had spoken of it but had not resolved the issue. But he was a good guy and did not object to this natural female urge and felt a pang of identification with a first-time-pregnant mom's fear of this new condition. He smiled and asked, "What did the doctor say?"


  She knew he was misled and corrected him. "It was not a doctor. It was Harry."


  John, for a tenth of a second was confused, but suddenly put two and two together and realized what she was saying.


  He washed his hand over his face like a worried man and he looked into the distance out the window. Sandy tried to read his face for anger but there was none there yet. But she did see -- what was it, fear? Yes, John's face held a boatload of fear, as though he had seen a ghost.


  "At Harry's lab?" He visualized Harry probing between Sandy's legs, harvesting cells, betraying him -- his friend -- by this secret, sexual, invasion into his marriage.


  "I went to a fertility clinic and they removed six eggs. Then to Harry's lab." She put her hand on his arm and said, "Don't be mad at Harry. He does not know you do not know. You know how geeky he is."


  John took that in she could see and, so far, even with all that, his face did not register any anger. But she amplified the comment about Harry's lack of social graces. "I did not lie to him, though. I did not even prevaricate the truth or leave you out or mislead him in any way. At any moment he might barge in and talk about it as though you were fully aware."


  John nodded. He certainly felt aware now. He felt like any of the billion young men of past centuries always felt when they found out that their young wife or girl friend was pregnant.


  'So THAT was it!' he suddenly reflected. 'THAT was what made the difference between an animal and a human being!' Prior to language the early human being female could not tell her companion she was pregnant. He smiled and thought, 'Now that is why a chimp could never attain the status of Man because the lady chimp can't tell the boy chimp she is with child.' It was an improbable, desperate mental connection there that he made, sort of a fugue.


  His smile put her at ease a little bit. "Has he implanted it into you yet?"


  "No. Harry wants no part of that and said I would have to go back to the fertility clinic if we wanted to go through with it."


  "John, Harry says 'so far, so good' but we can freeze for later decision or we could terminate. We DO know now that it can be done, but we do not have to go through with it. I had to know, John. I just had to know."


  He nodded, somewhat mollified. She had not really known how he would react, but was now herself somewhat mollified by his unemotional response. She worried that it might be a ruse, that he might now suddenly say something like, 'Well, that's it; I'm out of here. I can't trust you, you sneaky bitch.' But he had never spoken that way before, yet she had never done anything so sneaky as this before.


  "I'm sorry I was so sneaky. Can you forgive me?"


  He nodded enthusiastically. "Yes. I forgive you. There is really nothing too much to forgive except that the procedure at the medical clinic had an element of risk and if anything had happened to you... But you said 'sneaky' and it was sneaky and that does hurt me a little, but I'll get over it."


  He resolved now to continue. "Speaking of 'sneaky' I have a very deep confession of my own. And it deals with this very issue of cloning. It is now that I hope you will forgive me."


  It was as good a time as any and John thought his master and Singh would both approve.


  "The very first time I got married I was about seventeen. I don't know the exact age because in those days people did not have words for high numbers."


  "Wow!"


  "I do remember holding my hand spread three times for fifteen, then adding two fingers, so seventeen it must have been. But I'm not entirely sure."


  "My first wife's name was Eva and the little ivory bust is her portrait." John remembered the fMRI and had that printout at hand. Sandy had already seen it and had marveled at the wonder of this technology, but now the age of the memory and the link to John's personal life really connected now.


  "She aged and I did not. For a few years it was a joke regarding my appearance, then a worry, then a fear. We left camp, ran off to live alone by ourselves. A few decades later Eva died of old age and a fever. I was very distraught over her death, never really got over it well. Naturally, I got on with my life, even got married again, but her memory haunted me. Somehow I had heard of a spiritual leader after many centuries of self-absorbed bad habits. I spent nearly forty years as a disciple of The Buddha. For forty years that is all I did but study spirituality under his guidance."


  "Did he... cure you?"


  "No. He did not. I learned very much and attained a high level of proficiency in his eight-fold pathway. Actually, not all of the points were his own invention. He developed some of them, abandoned others, borrowed from other faiths here and there."


  "John. You are saying, are you not, that a few of the ideas were your own?"


  He nodded. "Just a bit."


  "Anyway, I was what any decent shrink would call 'clinically, morbidly depressed' for many, many years."


  "Until you met Singh!"


  "No. Until I met you.


  She reached across the table and held his hand at, tears forming in her eyes, then his.


  "And Singh, too, of course."


  "So, what are you saying?"


  "I'm well, weller than well, now. But I'm also saying that the strand of blond hair..."


  Sandy put her hand on her mouth. "Oh, my God! John, is that your wife's -- Eva's -- hair?"


  "No. It isn't. Not her hair. It is from our daughter. Our daughter died at a very young age. My little girl. Harry's clone growing in his lab is my daughter, Urad. I am afraid of losing her a second time. I am afraid of seeing her. It is very frightening. She is returning from the past, long dead and buried. She is returning from the grave. I am afraid of ghosts, you see."


  Sandy took charge. "John, it is in one sense her and in another sense not her. You know that. But it is not her! The clone is a NOT a copy, NOT a twin, and certainly NOT the original. You know that. But there is more: she is NOT a clone."


  What she said did not sink in and it was as though Sandy had not even spoken. John did not yet understand. He nodded and almost whispered. "We have to make a decision, a terrible decision."


  "John, you don't understand. Harry is doing 'cloning' but this is not regular cloning. The DNA has recombined with mine."


  "What?"


  "Yeah. What we have is half from me and half from the ancient hair sample. It is your grandchild, not a clone-copy of your daughter."


  "So, are we talking twenty-five percent Neanderthal?"


  She nodded. "It is sort of like twenty-five percent from Eva, twenty-five percent from you, half from me. Harry thinks that any replication errors characteristic of regular cloning techniques will be canceled out and corrected by this method, that this is the same as regular, safe genetic recombination."


  Back to the lab


  "The so-called 'recessive' genes will sort of not show up. That is to say, if Neanderthal height is predominant, he or she might be a short person. If Neanderthal brow ridges and chin shape are predominant, he or she might resemble that particular look. We cannot predict, but will have to wait and see. For all I know, EVERYHING like that might get canceled out and the child will be entirely modern in appearance."


  They watched the multicellular sphere quivering on the Vizio monitor. It had grown normally as far as Harry could tell. He had reverted to techno-geek, but was not insensitive at all.


  "Golly, I love embryology! It was one of my favorite subjects. But now we have a very sincere, difficult decision to make, one with deep moral implications."


  John asked him, "What do you recommend?"


  "It's not for me to recommend, but I do not have any problem right now with offering my opinion."


  John snorted. "That's sure woosing out, Harry!"


  "It is, but, remember, this is your show. I'm just the hired help. Personally, at this point, at this stage in the game, I myself do not have any problem with killing that there." He pointed at the screen. "It is a mass of cells with the potential of becoming a human being. Yes, it possesses all the where-with-all inside of it for doing so, but right now it is just a miraculous blueprint and emotionally I do not regard it as a human being."


  He took a sip of Coke for a transition.


  "If and when we introduce it into you, Sandy, you are then assigned status of child-bearing mom with all the privileges and immunities that go along with that job title, all the moral and emotional and spiritual stuff that goes with that, that makes us human. And John -- you are dad, even if the DNA does not come from you."


  Sandy looked at John. Harry did not yet know. At this point they were very tempted to tell him, but it was John's call and he had already confided in Sandy for one reason, Singh for another. Sandy knew for sure that John felt his disclosures could snowball rather quickly and his secret would be out of the bag. She worried about spilling the beans herself and she also worried that Singh might also do so, either inadvertently or otherwise.


  It was almost cruel to keep Harry out of the loop. The work he was doing right now impinged upon the secret and he was just operating with 'need to know' level of knowledge.


  "When do we need to make a decision, Harry?" asked Sandy.


  They watched the screen as the quivering solid mass of cells began to differentiate into head-end/tail-end. Soon, it would flatten into a pancake shape and the edges would roll around to meet to form a tube shape.


  John interrupted and asked, "What level of danger is there for Sandy?"


  "Statistically, it approaches zero. Child-bearing has a certain level of risk, but this will be like any other birth. The danger is almost entirely borne by the child. I would recommend what in the Nineteenth Century people referred to as 'encouchment' -- stay at home, perhaps, almost no activity, take it easy, good food, light exercise. Do what you can do by providing as good a womb environment as possible. Lots of vitamins, et cetera."


  "When do we do it, Harry?"


  "Me? I'm not gonna do it. You gotta get back to the fertility clinic. Not me!" He looked horrified and embarrassed.


  "We want you to do it, Harry, not the fertility clinic."


  Harry rubbed his face and shook his head. "No way. Legally, ethically, it's way outside my comfort zone. Connie would kill me if she found out."


  Path away from depression


  "Putting two and two together, John, going over our conversations from before when you told me your secrets. I always thought you had a touch of depression and I was worried about your mental health." Singh said this like he was saying his friend John was in danger, not that he had been untruthful or not candid enough.


  "Well, you gotta admit, it's hard to disclose something like that."


  "Oh, that! No, I don't mean that stuff about you being Jesus or being fourteen thousand years old. I mean the depression. Hello! Depression."


  "Is it obvious?"


  Singh nodded. "You are way, way depressed and seem like you have learned to feign coping with it or something. But, clinically, I worry about stuff like suicide or drugs or alcohol or something. You know how many teachers I see? Hell, it might be worse than cops or soldiers or something."


  "You told me a way out."


  It did not register and John amplified. "You said an age-old method was to help other people. I am."


  "I don't think you are. See, that's the deal I see. You are 'being creative' not 'helping people'. 'Helping people' gets you out of depression; 'being creative' does not."


  "A creative man is motivated by the desire to achieve, not by the desire to beat others."
 -- Ayn Rand



  John did not understand, so Singh asked him.


  "You mean the teaching job itself?"


  "No. Huh-uh. That's just my job, my foot in the door. I am funding research and somewhat directing it for medical research for longevity. Harry thinks he is on to something and I think he might be. I also fund other schools."


  "You don't have to tell me, but does Harry know about you?"


  "Nope. Just you and Sandy."


  He filled Singh in about his extreme wealth and how he funneled it into different schools. "I don't give explicit directions, just locate people already in those areas. There are medical spinoffs. Cancer. The rate of return on investment is not really a high percentage. Most of the discoveries are purely academic."


  "According to my own recommendation about helping others, then, you would think these good works would ease you out of depression. But it hasn't."


  John shook his head. "No, I'm still depressed from time to time."


  "Normally, I would tell people NOT to get married under this cloud. I normally would encourage putting off such a large decision until better resolution of mental health. In your case, I just do not know because this is out of my experience. You'll have to help me on this."


  "I definitely want to get married to Sandy. That part of it is at the hundred percent good level."


  "So, what do you think it is? Are you over your obsession with your first wife?"


  "Yes, I think so. There was a hole in my heart, then a long-term habit, a mentally unhealthy... But I think I'm well. I feel well, anyway -- about that, I mean."


  "So, what do you think it is?"


  John paused then replied. "I think I want to find a person whom I know whom I have not seen in a long, long time and when I find him I want to kill him. I have been trying to bury that thought and I think that is what has been keeping me depressed."


  "Well, hell. It's easy, then. You are depressed because the Jesus in you feels guilty about wanting to kill a guy. What is he, some bad-ass son of a bitch? Did he cut you off in traffc?"


  John shook his head. "He is the very devil."


  Your own version of heaven


  Singh shook his head dismissively. "You can always visualize something you have never seen before when you read about it or if someone tells you about it, but when you finally see the real thing you always find out your conception was wrong. Your forevision of a place is always in error, at least in some detail, but usually it is way off."


  Sandy nodded and put in, "But the ideas of Sunday School all have common elements: you have a golden floating halo, you float around on clouds, and you wear those white sheets -- it's sort of a cartoon image." She added, "and everyone has a little harp. More or less, absolutely no one takes that seriously."


  Singh nodded and John put in, "It is attributed to My Master that 'a fool's paradise is the perfect design for hell'. In some sense -- since none of us can conceptualize a sight-unseen reality -- we are all fools."


  "As a therapist I offer this advice, then, to keep your options open. If you do not preconceptualize heaven you are 'not thinking' in some sense. If you do preconceptualize heaven and inevitably get it wrong, there is no sin in that kind of error, necessarily. Buddha sidestepped the problem with another way of looking at it: 'Every man has been given the key to heaven, but the same key also unlocks the door to hell.' And by my grace, I offer you the keys to daydreaming about it all." He made an ornate Elizabethan flourish like a fake, fancy bow.


  Sandy sighed and offered, "I have had a vision of heaven for several years and although I know it is not accurate I am strangely comforted by it as a vision of perfection."


  "Even if you know it's not true?" asked John. He held her hand on the couch.


  She nodded and that prompted Singh to ask her to describe it.


  "My kitten got hit by a car. Until her death I did not even know how close I was to her. It set me off beyond what anyone would think normal. I gotta put in, also, that my own mom's death did not affect me as much, even though I had known for a long time -- years and years -- she was going to die."


  "Maybe that's it, that you had time to prepare and had foreknowledge of your mom's death."


  "That's not my point -- or, at least I don't think it is. My point is that my concept of heaven is me and my kitty together again. Climbing trees together. It's grass-covered gently hills with a few perfectly formed climbing trees here and there. We can talk."


  "Cat language?"


  Sandy shrugged. "Heaven language. It's not that I want to become a cat; it's that we are together again, which was perfect."


  Singh blew out a deep breath of apology. "Sorry, I..."


  "...Oh, don't be sorry!" began Sandy. "You are so...so human.


  John nodded. "I don't even know what's real sometimes."


  Singh now smiled. "Got one for that, too. I was working four hours a day for four years at college at the VA mental hospital in the psychology department. I was new and a friend was showing me around for new-guy orientation. He decides to really give me an entertaining patient. Brings in an old guy who had been there a long time, a 'burned out schiz' we called them. The guy comes in the room and we can smell the thorazine coming off of his breath and skin.


  "So, the rabbit still talking to you?"


  "The guy nods. See, they hear voices to the side, a little above and behind." Singh indicated his parietal lobe. "How about the horse?" The guy shook his head. "Well, that's good, isn't it? The horse was the mean guy, right?" The guy nods. "Are the voices real?"


  "The patient spoke beyond Yes and No now and elaborated. 'I know the voices are not real, but I still hear them. I used to not know what was real and what was not, but I do now.'


  "What's the rabbit telling you?"


  "He keeps saying I'm not real."


  "After the patient left the room my friend, the guy doing the orientation, was going to launch into a monologue on craziness and schizophrenia when a girl in the room spoke up. She was doing some sort of pill-and-clipboard study for a pharmaceutical company. 'That's The Velveteen Rabbit.'


  "What?"


  "Yeah, it's a kid's book. The rabbit and the horse are old toys and one of them argues that you are real when you love somebody and they love you back. Up until that, you are not real. Nobody loves your guy, there. He feels unloved in the VA crazy house. Go figure." 


  clones


  "If I were a twin...?"


  "Then there would be two of you. Clones?"


  "I'm thinking about it. Take a look." Barringer handed over his phone."


  "Wondered where you had gone off to yesterday." Campbell flicked the images left, left, left. "So, is it a half cat/half dog? What you got?"


  "I'm thinking thylacine."


  "What-a-sign?"


  "It rhymes with 'feline' but it's a marsupial, not a cat."


  Barringer studied the phone picture. "Doesn't look like it could hop. Looks more like a feline, but could be a dog, too. Could be both, except for the stripes on its haunches. Never saw a striped dog, so it's gotta be tiger-like.


  "It's an extinct marsupial from Australia and Tasmania. Farmers killed them off by 1936."


  "Scully, you sure it's not a chupacabra?"


  Barringer shook his head.


  Campbell suddenly got it. "Ah-ha! It's a clone of an extinct animal. I always thought they would do that big hairy elephant first." Barringer stayed silent, letting Campbell figure some more out by himself.


  "Oh, I get it now. The vase!"


  He tossed Barringer his phone back.


  "You figure it out?"


  "No, but I can exclude some stuff. I know just enough about vases and biology that I know not only can vases NOT make babies, but that you can't clone them either. But, fer shure, I AM thinking in terms of cloned dead dude with finger prints from 1910."


  "How about Etruscan dead dude?"


  "No way."


  He paused. "Do you think it bites?"


  Barringer opened his video folder and showed Campbell a short snip of Harry playing ball with the thylacine. It retrieved repeatedly and even wagged its tail.


  "Lord! Look at the size of those choppers! Wow! Mouth opens almost 180!"


  Despite the lethal looking gape Harry tousled its ears as a retrieval reward. The animal happily slobbered all over Harry's hand, then, when he kneeled down at animal head level, the marsupial tongue-slobbered the guy's face until his glasses came askew.


  "Well, he doesn't seem too concerned. I see a loving kitty/doggy."


  "You know, I always thought the first clone job would be a rich, vain industrialist."


  "Not me. I always thought it would be someone's kid who got killed in a car wreck. If not that, then a cloned favorite pet dog or cat."


  Campbell indicated the phone. "Well, you got that right -- 'dog OR cat'."


  "Let's bend the idea. Could cloning have occurred in 1910?"


  "No way. It's recent. If it were secret in 1910, it would have leaked by now. No. They did not have the technology. We barely have the technology. It's in its infancy. In a few years... Well, I think it's gonna be common as mud."


  "So what are the chances, coincidence-wise, that we got (a) secret new cloning and (b) 1910 vanished vase fingerprints and these things are NOT connected?"


  "Zero."


  the very devil


  "Guess what? Even Jesus himself has feelings in him that rise up such that he might 'want to kill a guy'. And I don't even consider risen up feelings a sin, necessarily -- get it? 'risen up'? -- because a thought is just a thought, not necessarily a sin."


  "You don't have to tread lightly around me about the Jesus stuff. But remember that bit I supposedly said about 'thinking about sinning with a woman' was the same darn thing as actually, you know, 'sinning' with the woman."


  "You didn't say that?"


  "Yeah, I sure did."


  "Well, do you think it's true?"


  "Sometimes. Sometimes, not. Look at the dumb-ass legal stuff today when they talk about 'hate speech'. They're saying it's WORSE than commiting a real crime. They're saying acting out a crime is damn near nothing, but that non PC speech is the real crime. It's sort of like putting a PC adjective in front of 'justice' -- 'SOCIAL justice'. Usually you can't give thoughts and acts equal weight."


  "Well, sinning or NOT sinning, I take it that this guy didn't become your enemy just recently?"


  "Huh-uh. Way back when."


  "In that case, you've had a darn long time to stew in your own juices about contemplative sin."


  John looked up with all the guilt of two thousand years of Christianity at Singh's face. 


  "So, is he still alive? I mean, the guy could have died, right? When's last time you saw the guy?"


  "I've managed to evade him a few centuries."


  Singh nodded. This was becoming less of the psychological and more of Agatha Christie.


  "So, you're 'evading' HIM. You are not trying to find him?"


  "No. It's complicated. He is definitely trying to find me."


  "To harm you?"


  John nodded. "To kill me."


  "Okay. He's after you. You're after him. You guys want to kill each other. Other than self preservation, why do you want to kill him? And why does he want to kill you?"


  "Like I said, he is the very devil."


  "Malevolent bad guy. An IMMORTAL sociopath! An evil army of one. So, is this guy a serial killer or something?"


  "He has killed more than a billion people, I'm sure."


  Singh blinked like a son of a gun at the staggering figure.


  Scio


  "Let's talk about modern religions."


  "How modern?"


  "Well, Islam popped up 600 years after Christianity, my own outfit The Sikhs in the the 1400s, protestant Christianity in the 1500s with Martin Luther. But, you know, I mean a lot more recent like Christian Science and Scientology."


  "Well, you just threw in the reference to science with both of those and I really don't think either one qualifies as a 'science'. 'Science' was a hot buzz word in Gay Nineties when Christian Science got started, but it's a false nomenclature hook, nothing more. It's not 'reproducible', 'subject to experimentation', and so forth. The 'science' is not even an appeal to Aristotle; it is just an etymological reference to the Latin verb 'scio', 'I know'. No science."


  John waved his hand dismissively. He sounded angry.


  "No science?"


  "None. Not even a shred. In fact, in those years the mechanical offshoot of science was technology and THAT'S what most people thought of as science in 1890."


  Singh heard passion. "Ah, well, so how about our sci-fi cult?"


  


But, Greta, they wouldn't be allowed to call it 'Scientology' if it didn't have something to do with science! 
 

They're a bunch of mother-shippers preying on the praying dunderheads.


  "Pseudo-science. It's a money-making cult. I don't know. They apparently hate the cult of Freudian psychology and its money-making offshoot, the pharmaceutical lobby for psychiatrists. But I don't know: hell, it might even do a different kind of gullible person some good."


  "The Hegel thing? For a 'different kind of gullible person'?"


  "No science. No religion. They're a bunch of mother-shippers preying on the praying dunderheads."


  "Oh! Good pun! So, where is the science in religion?"


  "There isn't any. One is head, the other heart. "If..."


  Sandy walked in on them and interrupted the conversation. She could see John was getting all worked up and that things were getting heated. She looked from face to face searching for an argument, but saw none.


  "Golly, I'm glad you came in and rescued us. I'm about done in," said Singh. "Damn! I always overstep the bounds of polite society when the conversation intrudes into the lunch hour."


  John wiped his face and actually rubbed his forehead.


  "I can come back later..."


  "No, no. Glad you came in when you did."


  After Singh politely turned down a lunch threesome with an apparently real prior-appointment excuse they ran into Edith coming down the hall as they were exiting the hall.


  After they were out of earshot John remarked, "He's a busy man. I wonder what her problem is."


  "I think it's good you're going to see him." She paused, then put a light touch to it. "If he can fix HER problem, then he can certainly fix whatever it is that's bugging you."


  He chuckled. "Now, now. I like Edith. Once you get to know her she has some delightful qualities. It's just hard to take those children's stories she believes in seriously. Noah's ark and so forth. It's like, 'if she takes THAT stuff seriously, she couldn't possibly take ME seriously because her judgment is flawed'."


  "I'll take you seriously to lunch? Okay?"


  To be continued




  LEGAL DISCLAIMER


  This
story is a work of fiction and none of the characters or names or
institutions in the story are real, nor based on anyone or anything
that exists in real life.


  The names  of characters, though reminiscent of reality, are merely a satiric literary device making use of the well-known tongue-in-cheek
science fiction device of the so-called multiverse. Hopefully,
lawyers, even those in the other realm, will be thwarted from
dishonorable activity by this statement.


  Some
of the fictional characters in this science fiction novel possess
names similar to or identical to real people, both living and dead.
However, the author employs a well-known and overused literary
science fiction device sometimes called 'a parallel universe', so
these references are not real, nor are they intended to be taken as
representing any truth or any real people. The author apologizes in
advance should any passage cause an unintentional slight of the real
living or dead. The people in the story from the parallel universe
are not real and the author intends this story as an entertaining,
humorous satire.
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    	To Miss Hall my Elgin, IL first grade teacher


    	To Ms. Morton my Hamlin Junior High School English teacher


    	To Clara Blackwell my Kingsville High School English teacher


    	To Dr. Pat Wortman my Baylor University English teacher


  




  OTHER BOOKS by RJW Seddon


  You will also enjoy reading these other stories by RJW Seddon.
They are either soon-to-be-published or already available.


  
   
  
The Bureau of Interplanetary Indian Affairs 


  LIBERTARIAN SCIENCE FICTION STORY ABOUT A TEENAGE AMERICAN INDIAN BOY ON A
RESERVATION


  Ralph Littlefoot is a mathematical genius on the level
of Newton or Einstein who makes three important discoveries leading
to inventions that change the world. His family is imperiled when an
overarching, secret governmental agency tries to suppress these
inventions before their widespread use rips apart the fabric of
stable society. His grandpa Maxwell, step-mom Louisa, dad Horton, his
step-brother Johnny, and their lawyer Mr. Hankes flee for their
lives. They escape using the very invention everyone is after.


  Although this qualifies as a science fiction story, a boys'
adventure story, an Indian story, it is also a Libertarian political
story, an exercise in practical politics when freedom is at stake.
There is nothing to shake up stable totalitarianism like a new,
far-reaching invention.


  
  
  
The Timeloop Gods of K-T


  THE SECOND TIME TRAVEL EXPEDITION TO THE PAST ENCOUNTERS TWO OTHER SPECIES VISITING THE SAME TIME PERIOD.


  An 18 member time-traveling geological field team has spent a year
in tents studying the Cretaceous (the K-T boundary) just before the
Yucatan catastrophe. Before their scheduled return to the 20th
Century they stumble upon two other groups: another, unknown set of
time-travelers derived of four-fingered dinosaur stock and some
three-fingered intelligent, primitive, indigenous, paleo-dinosaurs.
Somehow the advent of the first expedition has altered events to
create a new reality with a much larger catastrophe which imperils
all three groups. The problem is not time loop paradox, but politics.
Much of the length of the story involves the combined efforts of the
three groups to make sense of the danger to them all and to find a
way to survive.


  The story cuts back and forth between the three groups (the
Threes, Fours, and Fives) up to the point where they discover each
other. There is romantic involvement, skinny-dipping sex scene,
political intrigue, a jealous, mentally-ill saboteur, a cross-country
motorcycle thunderstorm chase, little girl rescue, cannibalism,
humor, hunting, motorcycle/tyrannosaur joust scene, a trip to Mars.
There are Nazilike, slave holding, cold-blooded bad guys. There is
murder and violence, but no prurience or bad taste. A good bit of
alien religion in the face of evolution.


  
Jack in the Bots
(part 1)


  Dr. Jack Johnson,
suffering from a lethal brain tumor, transfers his full
consciousness, memories, and personality into a 2 petabyte hard disk.
His exact copy initially communicates via word processor, sees the
world through a web cam, uses a prosthetic arm, and refers to himself
as Jack-in-the-box. Later, Dr. Sam Harrington and Jack's friend Dr.
Jill Simpson make several Jack-in-the-bots as mobile bodies, each
becoming better and better. The government becomes concerned that
Jack will become a danger, Jill worries about their romantic life,
and O.J. (Organic Jack) deals with his tumor. Two government
operatives, Barringer and Campbell, monitor the demise of humanity.


  
Jack in the Bots
(part 2)


  A CONTINUATION OF THE HUNT for Johnson's alter ego is carried out
with full intensity by government operatives Barringer and Campbell.

  


  
Their worry is that Johnson-in-a-box will want to procreate and make
copies of his copies. Their justifiable worry watches events occur --
extreme creation of wealth in short order, taking over paralyzed
bodies, enlisting aid of orphans. Barringer considers even a nuclear
option for containment. His partner Campbell comes up with plausible
options that are even worse. Perhaps other people will clone
themselves into computerized vessels and the scenario might lead to
dominance or even war.


  
Jack in the Bots
 (part 3)
The Laws of Clonbotics


  The famous 'Three Laws of Robotics' are superseded by the 'Three
Laws of Clonbotics'



  Jack in the Bots (The Series)
by RJW Seddon
  
    

    

    

  


  
Gold for Steam 


  
  AN ALTERNATE REALITY ROMANCE AND FEMALE DETECTIVE MURDER MYSTERY



  

    

    	SYNOPSIS AND AUTHOR'S NOTE


    


    	 A research institute contacts an alternate reality,


    	 populated by a polygamist culture of humans with extremely heterozygous sexual features,


    	 who are at a medieval technological level,


    	 whom we have contacted because they have a surplus of gold which they are eager to trade for our technology.


    	 The Institute sends a female detective (Susan, the main character) to the other realm to investigate the sudden death, perhaps by heart attack, of our elderly representative there.


    	 Susan has just had a romantic breakup and is soured on the idea of men not being manly enough, soured on herself for having chosen a too-manly career path, when she is suddenly, ironically, thrust into a culture where she encounters more manliness than she could ever hope to see.


    	 She comes to understand the more intimate details of the culture while investigating the death of our representative, which proves to be a murder, not heart attack.


    	 Susan, like Anna of Siam, is offered a marriage proposal by her host, Torlat, the wealthiest man in North America.


    	 His proposal would consolidate his position as main trade representative.


    	 Torlat offers marriage despite the fact that he already has eight wives, potentially thousands of concubines, and is secretly bisexual, a crime punishable by death.


    	 Susan discovers her moral concern for the technologically backward culture and how the introduction of our technology (they want a steam engine) might cause them greater harm than did the steam engine of Christianity harm the New World.


    	 Susan is in a quandary at the marriage proposal and at an impasse of not solving the murder and is furthermore enamored of her host's neighbor (brother-in-law, Henifor) when the murderer makes his appearance and Susan solves the crime.


  


  DISCUSSION


  Although otherwise completely human, they are obligate polygamists
by nature, due to extreme heterozygous sexual diversity. They find
our appearance repugnant since, to their eyes, our males look too
feminine; our females, too masculine.


  They have developed into a society which has learned to curb
group-aggression by gelding their surplus male population at a
nearly-universal religious ceremony. At the onset of puberty, many
males choose this route through inclination or societal pressure, though some risk being
'duel fodder' and only a very few males survive to adulthood. The
gelded majority develop into, intelligentsia, workforce, or
priesthood.


  Females are, all of them, available for marriage and/or child
bearing or, for a few, as clergy.


  The few surviving males have divided up the world into a hundred
thousand fiefdoms which are run like Imperial Roman latifundia and
the world is a very, very stable environment with a low population,
hence, the technological backwardness of their culture.


  But the males are themselves ruled by testosterone and personal
duels, yet their culture has never known war due to their method of
controlling aggression. To them, the very concept of group aggression
-- war -- is as foreign a concept as is the absurd notion that mere
gold has monetary value. However, they are not unsophisticated, not
unaware of jealousy, trysts, greed, and the undercurrents of society.


  This is kinda, sorta, 'chick flick' SciFi, but with some Richard
Dawkins memes, Robert Ardrey territoriality, Matt Ridley's Red
Queen and Desmond Morris Naked Ape. Men may swagger
and duel and die -- and some of them even get to rule -- but women
run the show.


  
  
  

Trans-Temporal Field Study


  A SHORT STORY ABOUT FALLING IN LOVE DURING TIME TRAVEL.


  Assuming
that (1) time travel into the past does not alter the present, (2)
that people go back in time repeatedly to study the past for the sake
of scholarship, what would be the inevitable outcome of all those
forays into the past?


  Time traveler as history-major graduate student visits medieval
England only to encounter ANOTHER time traveler from his far-distant
future. His love interest is ignited. They are both in the same
occupation, each writing dissertations about the past.


  What could go wrong?


  
The Peculiar Institution 


  A SHORT SCIENCE FICTION STORY ABOUT GENETIC SLAVERY


  The term refers to the ante bellum euphemism for slavery. It is a
tragic love story whose union is thwarted by pangs of morality.


  A lost colony's genetic engineers develop 'The Beast' and
successfully use it for many generations as their main (and only)
work animal on their planet, Demeter. The Affiliated Trading
Consortium sends a representative to evaluate The Beast for export.
While there, he almost goes native, falls in love with the culture,
with Matilda, and even the Beasts. This pastoral planet may be the
place he will finally settle down upon.


  He discovers a terrible secret and his revulsion prevents him from
remaining on Demeter, prevents him from marrying Tilly, and stops him
from exporting The Beast.


  Lunar Apprentice Jones (The Series) 




 

by RJW Seddon



  
Lunar Apprentice Jones
(part 1) The Orphan


  Lunar colonization by
post-apocalyptic orphaned teen-age apprentices. A coming of age
story, a "Bildungsroman".


  
Bill saves his part-time busboy wages to make application for
employment right after graduation from high school with TLC (The
Lunar Corporation).


  Hot on his heels is Guardsman Spc Stigliano who will deliver Bill
to the New Order teenage draft if he stays on Earth. Bill makes
friends (and enemies) with other applicants on the way to the
spaceport.


  
Lunar Apprentice Jones
(part 2) The Libertarian


  When Bill's flight is overbooked Rupert The Rat swindles Bill for
his ticket to the aging ES1 (Earth Station 1) satellite, but Bill
finagles a ride with a UPS mail shuttle. Prior to the flight, TLA
(The Lunar Autonomy) police arrest, try, and convict Rupert and Bill
receives a refund on his ticket price in addition to the free UPS
ride.

  


  He arrives on ES1 a day early and because The Sapporo and Grand
hotels are both full Bill saves himself from a vagrancy arrest by
working all night as a busboy at Molly's Diner. Bill declines a TLC
interview and takes a job with Lyle Chandler as apprentice/personal
assistant and the work at hand is the contest, the BIG contest: The
Enclosure Act prize, an engineering project to seal up large craters
for habitation.


  
Lunar Apprentice Jones
 (part 3) The Emigrant


  Bill discovers Chandler (1) had been original part owner of TLC
and (2) had been the recruiter who years ago in junior high had
interested Bill in Lunar employment! Chandler and Bill get fitted for
new vacuum suits at Madam Chang's, spend the night at Yoshi and
Walter's wall-module Sapporo Hotel, meets Chandler's hermit-like
partner Randy-the-robot-maker, and take the Shuttle to Luna.


  Bill sees Copernicus City from orbit before landing, then
accompanies Chandler and other passengers to a traditional
"safe-arrival drink" at Harolds. Chandler is accosted by
his former partner who demands a concession from Chandler.


  Bill meets the love of his life, the red-headed Matilda, who joins
Chandler. Molly takes a leave of absence from her orbital job and
also joins the crew.


   
Lunar Apprentice Jones
(part 4) The Citizen


  SPOILER ALERT: the rest you will have to read.


  



 books
and magazines featured in the series 

Lunar Apprentice Jones by RJW Seddon



  Lunar Apprentice Jones (The Series) 




 

by RJW Seddon



  
Dead for Sleep Apocalypse


  A SCIENCE FICTION DYSTOPIAN APOCALYPTIC MEDICAL ROMANCE THRILLER.


  An abandoned experimental cancer treatment begins being used
illegally as a recreational drug due to its power to suppress the
need for sleep and its enhancement of mental state. Despite the
danger of long term usage causing death from heart overuse
2-beta-somatein sweeps across society and changes the world into a
dystopian totalitarian state. The few who cannot or refuse to take
the drug (Rejectors and Sleepers) become an oppressed minority who
cannot easily accommodate to the standard 120 hour work week.


  How would your own life, society, and commerce change if most
people did not need sleep, but you did? The business world gradually
demands having employees who can and will work 120 hours per week. In
this story, the 'normal' people are the zombies, considered pariahs
by 'enhanced' members of society.


  The novel follows the course of the drug's dispersion through
society, from development in Houston's medical center to world-wide
prevalence. The story lines track researcher, cancer patients,
psychologist, chiropractor, Hollywood, and a Moonie-like cult. The
personal relationships are strung through with romance and
manipulation, hunt-down and attempted containment by organized crime.


   
   

  
Kvetched 


  A SHORT STORY ABOUT THE INTERFACE OF PSYCHOLOGY AND TIME TRAVEL


  Your garden-variety time travelers usually frequent the future and the past for adventure, money, knowledge, or curiosity. Sometimes
they go to alter history or save a loved one. Changing the course of
history for the betterment of mankind is also a noble reason. 


  But there are also less-noble, desperate reasons to visit the
past. And it is not always a mad slasher or psychopath, someone who
wants to control the world. He just may want to control himself.


  It isn't about evolution and it isn't about Relativity. It's about
Psychology.


  
Nazi Payback, Inc


  A SHORT STORY ABOUT RPG (Role Playing Gamesmanship) as real life.


  
Travel to alternate realities and REALLY shoot bad guys. Go ahead,
kill as many Nazis as you want. The multiverse is better off without
them. At least, that particular reality, THAT universe will be better
off. Or so you think.


   
Love and Mourning Glories 


  A BEAUTIFUL  ROMANCE STORY WITH A HAPPY ENDING


  Sarah Johnson gets a phone call at home from her friend Rachel, a
nurse at their small-town East Texas hospital, saying Sarah's husband
Sam has just been brought in with a heart attack and that he is
already dead. Sarah rushes over to the hospital.


  She had been dreading this inevitable event, caused more by
alcoholism than any bad heart. The EMT drivers tell Sarah they had
responded to the emergency call at Koochies, the town's Porky's-like
strip club/beer joint, not at Johnson's Garage. Sarah retrieves Sam's
truck at Koochies and enters that low-life world, seeing it for the
first time.


  

  She worries about how to proceed with ownership of the faltering
business. Sarah, on summer vacation as a high school teacher, had
been earning a master's as a hedge against Sam's downward spiral.
Now, half into her career move, she finds herself thrust prematurely
into ownership responsibility.


  Sarah's daughter Sue returns home from her first year at Baylor
University, an expensive private school Sarah worries now she can no
longer afford.


  Sarah meets with Richard her accountant who advises her not to
sell, but to repair the business, get it organized, and run it
herself. She finds out immediately Sam had been worse off than she
knew, had re-mortgaged their previously paid off house against the
business, was in arrears to the IRS, was heavily in debt.


  

  Sarah knows nothing about the business, but begins working at the
garage and finds that Sam's manager Stan has been stealing hugely,
catches him red-handed, and has him arrested. Meanwhile, Sam's
competitor Tommy at the Firestone makes a good faith offer to buy the
business from Sarah.


  Stan hires an attorney and files against Sarah, claiming Sam had
offered full partnership.


  Cameron Mitchell, an unmarried car repair owner, is about to bail
his main mechanic Dobie out of the drunk tank. While at the court
house Cameron runs into and meets Sarah and her attorney, Trippet
Fanning.


  

  Not knowing why, not knowing he is smitten, even though Sarah's
husband has just died, he decides against bailing out his errant
Dobie and instead asks Sarah if he might borrow one of her mechanics
for a half day. She agrees and afterwards also agrees to his
invitation, at week's end, to have dinner together. Cameron feels
very awkward, realizing he has asked out a woman whose husband had
just that week died. Instead of going out to eat, they have dinner at
Sarah's house, since Sue had already fixed a home-cooked meal.
Cameron, they learn, has bought five acres on the outskirts of town
and has recently gone into car repair himself. In the meantime he is
living in his new business. At dinner, Sue announces she signed for a
certified letter which Sarah now opens in front of Cameron. She
thinks it might be further lawsuit business from the sleazy exmanager
Stan, but it is from a new landlord announcing that Sam's rent has
immediately just tripled. Sam had let the lease lapse, so the new
landlord had exercised his right to demand an immediate increase.


  She thinks, at first, it might be Tommy, that perhaps he had
bought the building. She reasons he may have made an end-run around
his offer to purchase the business by merely buying the building. She
phones him for clarification and finds out from him that he did not
know anything about HER rent going up, but that HIS rent also has.
During this conversation Tommy discloses that he and his wife Sandra
are divorced, that terms of the settlement left her as owner of the
building and land, that he also just has been served notice of a rent
increase, and -- most significantly -- that Sandra's romantic
interest is a lowlife character named Stan.


  Sarah, Tommy, Cameron, and Richard combine forces and plan an
immediate relocation by both Sarah and Tommy to new buildings on the
five acres where Cameron already is. During the course of the move
Sarah finds Sam had kept an old business card from a seedy motel used
for illicit affairs across from Koochies with Sandra's phone number
penciled on it. She breaks down at this hidden betrayal and Cameron
comforts her, disclosing his love. In the midst of her breakdown
Sarah realizes she has likewise fallen in love with Cameron.


  Sandra and Stan had been expecting a huge revenue increase via
monthly rents from both Tommy and Sarah and now suddenly have zero
rent income and heavy debts, but they are saved by an accident.


  Sarah has completed her move and Tommy is in the middle of his
when Tommy is accidentally killed. Sandra and Stan are now in an even
better financial position from Tommy's triple indemnity life
insurance. Moreover, Sandra stands to inherit Tommy's equipment, now
half moved to the new location.


  Sandra and Stan squander the inheritance within a few months and
Stan begins his pattern of theft again, this time against Sandra. He
knows she will be broke in a matter of a few months and he conspires
with Dobie to set up a theft ring in the same manner he had used when
he had been a manager at Sam Johnson's Garage. Sandra grows
increasingly erratic due to her increased use of drugs and alcohol.
She begins blaming Sarah, Dobie, Cameron for her bad fortune and even
Tommy's death. She acquires a pistol and seeks revenge and death as a
way out of her dilemma.


    
The Spirituality of Bugs


  SCIENCE FICTION NOVELLA ABOUT  THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ALIEN AND HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS 


  When a hungover spaceman wakes up in an off-world
jail with a feline alien he finds out his carnivorous cell mate is
about to do him in.


  It deals with what appears at first glance to be an incongruency:
the far-flung future, but one with a prevalent trailer-trash
mentality. Despite achieving interstellar commerce, many humans are
still low level, unplanning philistines, devoid of any spiritual or
intellectual attributes.


  In this story some alien species consider Earth people unusual in
that many humans behave in an animal-like fashion. Most aliens are
are built on a different plan, with accountability for actions NOT on
the sleep/wake cycle of Earth's day/night. Among many nonhuman
species there are alternating periods of Consciousness, but this does
not follow the human concept of sleep/wake and day/night. The aliens
are always awake (i.e., not in the coma-like state of sleep) but
rather they "Revert" to an animal-like state from time to
time, to rest, eat, reproduce. During that time of reversion, they
are decidedly irresponsible for their actions.


  The aliens certainly understand that we human are unaccountable
for our actions while in our coma-like state of 'sleep' but they
assume that except for the presence of daily temporary coma that we
would be accountable for our actions at all other times while
'awake'.


  They do not understand why humans seem to be unconscious at odd
intervals while awake. They do not understand why we humans
habitually accept that many of us are not held accountable for our
animal-like actions while awake.


  In human culture inexorable social forces excuse bad behavior by
removing accountability in small pieces: bad upbringing, alcoholism,
addiction, etc. The one excuse all of us, whether liberal or
conservative, take for granted is that of 'being asleep', one that
the aliens find as an unusual feature of our makeup, but certainly
understandable. What they do not understand is our unconscious
behavior while awake. 



  This story shows how an alien forces a drunken sailor to equate
'awake' with 'enlightenment' and 'asleep' with 'unconscious
animal-like existence'. And sleep has always been a metaphor for
'unenlightenment'. The alien is amazed that not only do ALL humans go
into a nocturnal coma-like unconscious state but that MOST also, more
or less, sleep-walk their way through their waking hours and are not
really awake in any spiritual sense.


  Except for the punishment of actually falling asleep on guard
duty, we humans maintain no level of responsibility for ourselves
while asleep and that is easy to reconcile due to the coma-like
paralysis we are accustomed to. But the aliens are amazed that we
have also removed responsibility from most of our actions while awake
due to legal and social exemptions, i.e., 'addicted', 'insane',
'enraged'. But 'UNconscious' (in the sleeping sense) with us means
'INactive'. 


  What if it didn't? Alternating periods of consciousness
and unconsciousness might not follow the wake/sleep paralleling the
day/night pattern we have evolved on Earth.


  In this story, the aliens alternate periods of Consciousness
(during which they are 'intelligent') with periods of Unconsciousness
(during which they are active, but are like animals). While
Unconscious, they mate, hunt, eat, as well as refresh and rest their
brains. To them, the idea of going into the coma-like state we call
'sleep' is a foreign idea and it intrigues them we have a heavy urge
to drink alcohol, as though we were attempting to mimic their own
pattern.


  Do you hate the trailer trash mentality? I mean, do you really
HATE it? Unfortunately, we will always have such people and such low
level thinking can reside anywhere and everywhere among us, not just
a rural setting of poverty. The trailer trash mindset can even take
root (dare I say it?) in Manhattan or even in the far flung future.


  

  

  I give Mr. Buddha a good bit of the credit for the idea behind
this story as well as the ponderously entitled book The
Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind
by the Princeton psychologist, Julian Jaynes -- hence, the duality of
my two characters, 'Julian' and 'Jaynes'.


  

  

  Julian Jaynes' thoughts on this idea that consciousness did NOT
evolve in humanity until just recently, that the Pyramids were built
by unconscious humanity is at a level of idea-generation that Isaac
Asimov referred to as 'CP' (crackpot), right up there with
Velikovsky's Worlds in Collision.


  But who knows? When DID consciousness start? Is it a process, a
little bit more at a time, or is it an all-or-nothing affair?
Certainly, intelligence is not all or none, so how about
consciousness? 


  If you think this is totally nuts, I invite you to
peruse the Wiki article on The Iliad. The article makes mention of
Jaynes' theory in reference to the way thoughts were portrayed by
Homer, that people had no actual forethought, just the edicts of
Olympus, followed by action and reflection. Today (except in Congress
and in trailer parks) people actually think.


  I also give credit to John Campbell who said he wanted an alien
character that 'thinks' like an alien, not a human.


  All this science fiction fooferah about having a delightful, alien
bar scene camouflages the fact that bars, in the final analysis, are
for dissipation and for low life.


  

    

    THE Franchise Handbook

  


  

  A LENGTHY BUSINESS BOOK relating details of the franchise
industry, car repair, Detroit, business, how (and how not) to live a good life


  Many specifics and anecdotes, advice, warnings, roadmaps of pitfalls. Go
into business for yourself with eyes opened by the experience of
someone who has been there. You cannot buy a mentor, but you can read
a book or two.


  

  I forewarn you: this book is like the offspring of Erskine Caldwell's Tobacco
Road and Richard Henry Dana's Two Years Before
the Mast. There is nothing like 'been there, done that'
to lend credibility to writing style to overcome its artistic,
technical deficiencies. The naive, earnest, young, blue-blooded gentleman Dana went to
sea because 'his eyes were weak', but he NEVER, NEVER said he
regretted the loss of time spent. Wow! I love the metaphor 'weak
eyes', now strengthened by having worked two years with those men.


  

  After Dana returned to privileged high society he visited his old
ship several years later and greeted the same sailors still aboard.
Once they had worked side-by-side as equal laborers, but now they
were no longer peers and the uncouth sailors deferred to the young
gentleman's finery. He would have none of it and embraced them as
equal fellows, despite their difference in rank, privilege, wealth,
power. His unclear, 'weak eyes' had been made clear by the direct
experience and I hope you enjoyed reading this and I hope to have
'clarified' some business issues. Bless business and bless you.


  
Sandy's Story



  Sandy's Story
  (by RJW Seddon) is a PREQUEL to
  
  The Man From Earth
  (by Jerome Bixby) and
    
a SEQUEL to
  Long Live Walter Jameson
  (by Charles Beaumont) as well as similar, prior stories by other writers.


  In 2007
Richard Schenkman produced and directed a movie by the same title as
Jerome Bixby's play. This prequel fills in the background decade
preceding the motion picture, how Sandy met Walter jameson/John Oldman and how she
came to be the history department's secretary. The other characters
in the film (Harry, Edith, Art, Will, Dan) are also introduced, as
well as some original significant others who were not in the prior stories.


  




Sandy's Story by RJW Seddon 

prequel to 
The Man from Earth
 by Jerome Bixby 
and 
sequel to 
 Long Live Walter Jameson  
by Charles Beaumont
  


  This is the story of a man born 14,000 years ago who inexplicably
does not age past an appearance of about 35 years. In order to keep
his secret, every decade or so he finds it expedient to vanish and
relocate. He has seen the end of the last Ice Age, known The Buddha,
lived in the empires of Sumeria, Babylon, Imperial Rome. His past
identities have been varied, but the most incredible one is his most
closely guarded secret, that John is the historical figure we today
know as Jesus Christ.


  

  In the figurative sense, this story is an allegory of Western
civilization's back drop of religion. In the literal sense, it is a
science fiction adventure story. Either way, the subject matter is
fascinating. It is a way, for some, to do what Christianity advises:
to meet Christ personally, to see him directly, both in the
here-and-now as a man and as someone very special.


  Conventional Christianity maintains Jesus was a man without sin,
but that does not necessarily mean a man without faults. It is the
flaws that make him and us human and it is his flaws and problems that make him
accessible. He is not lofty, beyond reach, but very, very human, just
possessing a different set of problems.


  The original story and this prequel offer the possibility of a
whole series of stories. Richard Schenkman has just recently completed a sequel to his first movie.


  
The Journey of Little Hans 


  A JUNGIAN FAIRY TALE (for children and adults)


  This is a translation by RJW Seddon of Hänschens Reise,
a German language children's story written and illustrated by Erica
von Kager. This under-the-sea dream adventure of a little boy was a
gift given to him by The Sand Man (a mythical being who bestows our
dreams). 


  In his dream Little Hans becomes tiny and visits the princess
of the ocean in her kingdom at the bottom of the sea. 
Homesick and terror sets in when he feels trapped by the princess. He ends the dream adventure and returns home to his mother.


   Children
enjoy the story on a literal level and adults on a symbolic Jungian/Freudian
level.


  The Carpenter (a tale of the Christ)


  A RETELLING OF THE CHRIST STORY IN A MODERN SETTING.
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