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  Introduction


  There is an infinitude of Pasts, all equally valid, wrote Andr Maurois, the French novelist and biographer. At each and every instant of Time,
  however brief you suppose it, the line of events forks like the stem of a tree putting forth twin branches. This is quoted in Virtual History: Alternatives and Counterfactuals, edited
  by historian and political commentator Niall Ferguson. These days alternative history is almost respectable amongst historians, leading to such other recent well-received volumes of essays as
  Robert Cowleys What If? Military Historians Imagine What Might Have Been or Andrew Roberts What Might Have Been: Leading Historians on Twelve What Ifs of
  History. Some other historians frown at counterfactuality; although, if the Many Worlds interpretation of Quantum Physics is correct, all possible alternatives might indeed occur
  in a branching multiverse. Whats more, was our own worlds history in any sense inevitable, or even highly plausible, simply because it actually happened? Who, for instance, in 1975
  might have imagined that a few years later a female British prime minister would be sending a nuclear-armed armada all the way to the South Atlantic in a quarrel about some remote islands full of
  sheep? Who could have supposed that British counter-terrorism laws, provoked by planes flying into the World Trade Center, would be used for the first time bizarrely to seize the assets of a
  mild-mannered Icelandic bank, on account of mortgages stupidly sold to poor house buyers in the United States?


  Essays about What Might Have Been are already fascinating, but it has long been a delight of science fiction writers to put flesh upon the bones. Consequently, here youll find what might
  have happened if the Roman Empire had never declined and fallen; how Islam might have triumphed much more widely; how the Native American Indians might have repelled the European invasion; how the
  other Indians, of India, might have forged an empire in place of the British Empire; how the civilized Chinese might already have been ensconced in California when the uncouth Europeans first
  arrived there; how the Pope might really have offended King Alfred of the burnt cakes; and much much more that has surely happened elsewhere (or elsewhen) in alternity, even if it
  didnt happen quite that way in our version of reality. Youll find award-winning classics of the sub-genre nestling alongside equally worthy nuggets that might previously have escaped
  your notice and more recent gems, including three splendid, brand-new stories by special invitees James Morrow, Stephen Baxter and Ken MacLeod. These feature the alternative truth about the
  Titanic, the trial for heresy of Darwins bones along with one of his descendants, and a near-future Scotland that begins as far south as London.


  Ian Watson and Ian Whates




  
    
  


  The Raft of the Titanic


  James Morrow


  15 April 1912

  Lat. 4025 N, Long. 5118 W


  The sea is calm tonight. Where does that come from? Some Oxbridge swots poem, I think, one of those cryptic things I had to read in tenth form  but the title
  hasnt stayed with me, and neither has the scribblers name. If you want a solid education in English letters, arrange to get born elsewhere than Walton-on-the-Hill. The sea is
  calm tonight. I must ask our onboard littrateur, Mr Futrelle of Massachusetts. He will know.


  We should have been picked up  what?  fourteen hours ago. Certainly no more than sixteen. Our Marconi men, Phillips and Bride, assure me that Captain Rostron of the
  Carpathia acknowledged the Titanics CQD promptly, adding, We are coming as quickly as possible and expect to be there within four hours. Since the Ship of Dreams
  sailed into the Valley of Death, sometime around 2.20 this morning, we have drifted perhaps fifteen miles to the southwest. Surely Rostron can infer our present position. So where the bloody hell
  is he?


  Now darkness is upon us once again. The mercury is falling. I scan the encircling horizon for the Carpathias lights, but I see only a cold black sky sown with a million apathetic
  stars. In a minute I shall order Mr Lightoller to launch the last of our distress rockets, even as I ask Reverend Bateman to send up his next emergency prayer.


  For better or worse, Captain Smith insisted on doing the honourable thing and going down with his ship. (That is, he insisted on doing the honourable thing and shooting himself, thereby
  guaranteeing that his remains would go down with his ship.) His gesture has left me en passant in command of the present contraption. I suppose I should be grateful. At long last I have a
  ship of my own, if you can call this jerry-built, jury-rigged raft a ship. Have the other castaways accepted me as their guardian and keeper? I cant say for sure. Shortly after dawn
  tomorrow, I shall address the entire company, clarifying that I am legally in charge and have a scheme for our deliverance, though that second assertion will require of the truth a certain
  elasticity, as a scheme for our deliverance has not yet visited my imagination.


  I count it a bloody miracle that we got so many souls safely off the foundering liner. The Lord and all His angels were surely watching over us. So far we have accumulated only nineteen corpses:
  a dozen deaths during the transfer operation  shock, heart attacks, misadventure  and then another seven, shortly after sunrise, from hypothermia and exposure. Grim statistics, to be
  sure, but far better than the thousand or so fatalities that would have occurred had we not embraced Mr Andrews audacious plan.


  Foremost amongst my immediate obligations is to start keeping a record of our tribulations. So here I sit, pen in one hand, electric torch in the other. By maintaining a sort of captains
  log, I might actually start to feel like a captain, though at the moment I feel like plain old Henry Tingle Wilde, the Scouser who never got out of Liverpool. The sea is calm tonight.


  16 April 1912

  Lat. 3919 N, Long. 5140 W


  When I told the assembled company that, by every known maritime code, I am well and truly the supreme commander of this vessel, a strident voice rose in protest: Vasil
  Plotcharsky from steerage, who called me a bourgeois lackey in thrall to that imperialist monstrosity known as White Star Line. (Ill have to keep an eye on Plotcharsky. I
  wonder how many other Bolsheviks the Titanic carried?) But on the whole my speech was well received. Hearing that Id christened our raft the Ada, after my late wife, who
  died tragically two years ago, my audience responded with respectful silence, then Father Byles piped up and said, so all could hear, Right now that dear woman is looking down from
  heaven, exhorting us not to lose faith.


  My policy concerning the nineteen bodies in the stern proved more controversial. A contingent of first-cabin survivors led by Colonel Astor insisted that we give them an immediate
  Christian burial at sea, whereupon my first officer explained to the aristocrats that the corpses may ultimately have their part to play in this drama. Mr Lightollers
  prediction occasioned horrified gasps and indignant snorts, but nobody moved to push these frigid assets overboard.


  This afternoon I ordered a complete inventory, a good way to keep our company busy. Before floating away from the disaster site, we salvaged about a third of the buoyant containers Mr
  Latimers stewards had tossed into the sea: wine casks, beer barrels, cheese crates, bread boxes, foot-lockers, duffel bags, toilet kits. Had there been a moon on Sunday night, we might have
  recovered this jetsam in toto. Of course, had there been a moon, we might not have hit the iceberg in the first place.


  The tally is heartening. Assuming that frugality rules aboard the Ada  and it will, so help me God  she probably has enough food and water to sustain her population, all
  2,187 of us, for at least ten days. We have two functioning compasses, three brass sextants, four thermometers, one barometer, one anemometer, fishing tackle, sewing supplies, baling wire, and
  twenty tarpaulins, not to mention the wood-fuelled Franklin stove Mr Lightoller managed to knock together from odd bits of metal.


  Yesterdays attempt to rig a sail was a fiasco, but this afternoon we had better luck, improvising a gracefully curving thirty-foot mast from the banister of the grand staircase, then
  fitting it with a patchwork of velvet curtains, throw rugs, signal flags, mens dinner jackets, and ladies skirts. My mind is clear, my strategy is certain, my course is set. We shall
  tack towards warmer waters, lest we lose more souls to the demonic cold. If I never see another ice floe or North Atlantic growler in my life, it will be too soon.


  18 April 1912

  Lat. 3711 N, Long. 5211 W


  Whilst everything is still vivid in my mind, I must set down the story of how the Ada came into being, starting with the collision. I felt the tremor about 11.40
  p.m., and by midnight Mr Lightoller was in my cabin, telling me that the berg had sliced through at least five adjacent watertight compartments, possibly six. To the best of his knowledge, the ship
  was in the last extremity, fated to go down at the head in a matter of hours.


  After assigning Mr Moody to the bridge  one might as well put a sixth officer in charge, since the worst had already happened  Captain Smith sent word that the rest of us should
  gather post-haste in the chartroom. By the time I arrived, at perhaps five minutes past midnight, Mr Andrews, whod designed the Titanic, was already seated at the table, along with Mr
  Bell, the chief engineer, Mr Hutchinson, the ships carpenter, and Dr OLoughlin, our surgeon. Taking my place beside Mr Murdoch, who had not yet reconciled himself to the fact that my
  last-minute posting as chief officer had bumped him down to first mate, I immediately apprehended that the ship was lost, so palpable was Captain Smiths anxiety.


  Even as we speak, Phillips and Bride are on the job in the wireless shack, trying to raise the Californian, which cant be more than an hour away, the Old Man said.
  I am sorry to report that her Marconi operator has evidently shut off his rig for the night. However, we have every reason to believe that Captain Rostron of the Carpathia will be
  here within four hours. If this were the tropics, we would simply put the entire company in life-belts, lower them over the side, and let them bob about waiting to be rescued. But this is the North
  Atlantic, and the water is twenty-eight degrees Fahrenheit.


  After a brief interval in that ghastly gazpacho, the average mortal will succumb to hypothermia, said Mr Murdoch, who liked to lord it over us Scousers with fancy words such as
  succumb and gazpacho. Am I correct, Dr OLoughlin?


  A castaway who remains motionless in the water risks dying immediately of cardiac arrest, the surgeon replied, nodding. Alas, even the most robust athlete wont
  generate enough body heat to prevent his core temperature from plunging. Keep swimming, and you might last twenty minutes, probably no more than thirty.


  Now I shall tell you the good news, the Old Man said. Mr Andrews has a plan, bold but feasible. Listen closely. Time is of the essence. The Titanic has at best one
  hundred and fifty minutes to live.


  The solution to this crisis is not to fill the life-boats to capacity and send them off in hopes of encountering the Carpathia, for that would leave over a thousand people stranded
  on a sinking ship, Mr Andrews insisted. The solution, rather, is to keep every last soul out of the water until Captain Rostron arrives.


  Mr Andrews has stated the central truth of our predicament, Captain Smith said. On this terrible night our enemy is not the ocean depths, for owing to the life-belts no one
   or almost no one  will drown. Nor is the local fauna our enemy, for sharks and rays rarely visit the middle of the North Atlantic in early spring. No, our enemy tonight is the
  temperature of the water, pure and simple, full stop.


  And how do you propose to obviate that implacable fact? Mr Murdoch inquired. The next time he used the word obviate, I intended to sock him in the chops.


  Were going to build an immense platform, said Mr Andrews, unfurling a sheet of drafting paper on which hed hastily sketched an object labelled Raft of the
  Titanic. He secured the blueprint with ashtrays and, leaning across the table, squeezed the chief engineers knotted shoulder. I designed it in collaboration with the estimable Mr
  Bell  he flashed our carpenter an amiable wink  and the capable Mr Hutchinson.


  Instead of loading anyone into our fourteen standard thirty-foot life-boats, we shall set aside one dozen, leave their tarps in place, and treat them as pontoons, Mr Bell said.
  From an engineering perspective, this is a viable scheme, for each lifeboat is outfitted with copper buoyancy tanks.


  Mr Andrews set his open palms atop the blueprint, his eyes dancing with a peculiar fusion of desperation and ecstasy. We shall deploy the twelve pontoons in a three-by-four grid, each
  linked to its neighbours via horizontal stanchions spliced together from available wood. Our masts are useless  mostly steel  but were hauling tons of oak, teak, mahogany and
  spruce.


  With any luck, we can affix a twenty-five-foot stanchion between the stern of pontoon A and the bow of pontoon B, Mr Hutchinson said, another such bridge between the
  amidships oarlock of A and the amidships oarlock of E, another between the stern of B and the bow of C, and so on.


  Next well cover the entire matrix with jettisoned lumber, securing the planks with nails and rope, Mr Bell said. The resulting raft will measure roughly one hundred
  feet by two hundred, which technically allows each of our two thousand plus souls almost nine square feet, though in reality everyone will have to share accommodations with foodstuffs, water casks,
  and survival gear, not to mention the dogs.


  As youve doubtless noticed, Mr Andrews said, at this moment the North Atlantic is smooth as glass, a circumstance that contributed to our predicament  no wave
  broke against the iceberg, so the lookouts spotted the bloody thing too late. I am proposing that we now turn this same placid sea to our advantage. My machine could never be assembled in high
  swells, but tonight were working under conditions only slightly less ideal than those that obtain back at the Harland and Wolff shipyard.


  Captain Smiths moustache and beard parted company, a great gulping inhalation, whereupon he delivered what was surely the most momentous speech of his career.


  Step one is for Mr Wilde and Mr Lightoller to muster the deck crew and have them launch all fourteen standard life-boats  forget the collapsibles and the cutters  each craft
  to be rowed by two able-bodied seamen assisted where feasible by a quartermaster, boatswain, lookout, or master-at-arms. Through this operation we get our twelve pontoons in the water, along with
  two roving assembly craft. The ABs will forthwith moor the pontoons to the Titanics hull using davit ropes, keeping the lines in place until the raft is finished or the ship
  sinks, whichever comes first. Understood?


  I nodded in assent, as did Mr Lightoller, even though Id never heard a more demented idea in my life. Next the Old Man waved a scrap of paper at Mr Murdoch, the overeducated genius whose
  navigational brilliance had torn a three-hundred-foot gash in our hull.


  A list from Purser McElroy identifying twenty carpenters, joiners, fitters, bricklayers, and blacksmiths  nine from the second-cabin decks, eleven from steerage, Captain
  Smith explained. Your job is to muster these skilled workers on the boat deck, each man equipped with a mallet and nails from either his own baggage or Mr Hutchinsons shop. For those
  who dont speak English, get Father Montvila and Father Peruschitz to act as interpreters. Lower the workers to the construction site using the electric cranes. Mr Andrews and Mr Hutchinson
  will be building the machine on the leeward side.


  The Old Man rose and, shuffling to the far end of the table, rested an avuncular hand on his third officers epaulet.


  Mr Pitman, I am charging you with provisioning the raft. You will work with Mr Latimer in organizing his three hundred stewards into a special detail. Have them scour the ship for every
  commodity a man might need were he to find himself stranded in the middle of the North Atlantic: water, wine, beer, cheese, meat, bread, coal, tools, sextants, compasses, small arms. The stewards
  will load these items into buoyant coffers, setting them afloat near the construction site for later retrieval.


  Captain Smith continued to circumnavigate the table, pausing to clasp the shoulders of his fourth and fifth officers.


  Mr Boxhall and Mr Lowe, you will organize two teams of second-cabin volunteers, supplying each man with an appropriate wrecking or cutting implement. There are at least twenty emergency
  fire-axes mounted in the companionways. You should also grab all the saws and sledges from the shop, plus hatchets, knives and cleavers from the galleys. Team A, under Mr Boxhall, will chop down
  every last column, pillar, post and beam for the stanchions, tossing them to the construction crew, along with every bit of rope they can find, yards and yards of it, wire rope, Manila hemp,
  clothesline, whatever you can steal from the winches, cranes, ladders, bells, laundry rooms and childrens swings. Meanwhile, Team B, commanded by Mr Lowe, will lay hold of twenty thousand
  square feet of planking for the platform of the raft. Towards this end, Mr Lowes volunteers will pillage the promenade decks, dismantle the grand staircase, ravage the panels, and gather
  together every last door, table and piano lid on board.


  Captain Smith resumed his circuit, stopping behind the chief engineer.


  Mr Bell, your assignment is at once the simplest and the most difficult. For as long as humanly possible, you will keep the steam flowing and the turbines spinning, so our crew and
  passengers will enjoy heat and electricity whilst assembling Mr Andrewss ark. Any questions, gentlemen?


  We had dozens of questions, of course, such as, Have you taken leave of your senses, Captain? and Why the bloody hell did you drive us through an ice-field at twenty-two
  knots? and What makes you imagine we can build this preposterous device in only two hours? But these mysteries were irrelevant to the present crisis, so we kept silent, fired
  off crisp salutes and set about our duties.


  19 April 1912

  Lat. 3618 N, Long. 5248 W


  Still no sign of the Carpathia, but the mast holds true, the spar remains strong and the sail stays fat. Somehow, through no particular virtue of my own, Ive
  managed to get us out of iceberg country. The mercury hovers a full five degrees above freezing.


  Yesterday Colonel Astor and Mr Guggenheim convinced Mr Andrews to relocate the Franklin stove from amidships to the forward section. Right now our first-cabin castaways are toasty enough, though
  by this time tomorrow our coal supply will be exhausted. That said, Im reasonably confident well see no more deaths from hypothermia, not even in steerage. Optimism prevails aboard
  the Ada. A cautious optimism, to be sure, optimism guarded by Cerberus himself and a cherub with a flaming sword, but optimism all the same.


  I was right about Mr Futrelle knowing the source of The sea is calm tonight. Its from Dover Beach by Matthew Arnold. Futrelle has the whole thing memorized.
  Lord, what a depressing poem. For the world, which seems to lie before us like a land of dreams, so various, so beautiful, so new, hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, nor
  certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain. Tomorrow I may issue an order banning public poetry recitations aboard the Ada.


  When the great ship Titanic went down, the world was neither various and beautiful, nor joyless and violent, but merely very busy. By forty minutes after midnight, against all odds, the
  twelve pontoons were in the water and lashed to the davits. Mr Boxhalls second-cabin volunteers forthwith delivered the first load of stanchions, even as Mr Lowes group supplied the
  initial batch of decking material. For the next eighty minutes, the frigid air rang with the din of pounding hammers, the clang of furious axes, the whine of frantic saws and the squeal of ropes
  locking planks to pontoons, the whole mad chorus interspersed with the rhythmic thumps of lumber being lowered to the construction team, the steady splash, splash, splash of provisions going into
  the sea, and shouts affirming the logic of our labours: Stay out of the drink! Only the cold can kill us! Twenty-eight degrees! Carpathia is
  on the way! It was all very British, though occasionally the Americans pitched in, and the emigrants proved reasonably diligent as well. I must admit, I cant imagine any but the
  English-speaking races constructing and equipping the Ada so efficiently. Possibly the Germans, an admirable people, though I fear their war-mongering Kaiser.


  By 2.00 a.m. Captain Smith had successfully shot himself, three-fifths of the platform was nailed down, and the Titanics bridge lay beneath thirty feet of icy water. The stricken
  liner listed horribly, nearly forty degrees, stern in the air, her triple screws, glazed with ice, lying naked against the vault of heaven. For my command post Id selected the mesh of
  guylines securing the dummy funnel, a vantage from which I now beheld a great mass of humanity jammed together on the boat deck: aristocrats, second-cabin passengers, emigrants, officers,
  engineers, trimmers, stokers, greasers, stewards, stewardesses, musicians, barbers, chefs, cooks, bakers, waiters and scullions, the majority dressed in lifebelts and the warmest clothing they
  could find. Each frightened man, woman and child held onto the rails and davits for dear life. The sea spilled over the tilted gunwales and rushed across the canted boards.


  The raft! I screamed from my lofty promontory. Hurry! Swim! Soon the other officers  Murdoch, Lightoller, Pitman, Boxhall, Lowe, Moody  took up the cry.
  The raft! Hurry! Swim! The raft! Hurry! Swim! The raft! Hurry! Swim!


  And so they swam for it, or, rather, they splashed, thrashed, pounded, wheeled, kicked and paddled for it. Even the hundreds who spoke no English understood what was required. Heaven be praised,
  within twelve minutes our entire company managed to migrate from the flooded deck of the Titanic to the sanctuary of Mr Andrewss machine. Our stalwart ABs pulled scores of women and
  children from the water, plus many elderly castaways, along with Colonel Astors Airedale, Mr Harpers Pekingese, Mr Daniels French bulldog and six other canines. I was the last
  to come aboard. Glancing around, I saw to my great distress that a dozen lifebelted bodies were not moving, the majority doubtless heart-attack victims, though perhaps a few people had got crushed
  against the davits or trampled underfoot.


  The survivors instinctively sorted themselves by station, with the emigrants gathering at the stern, the second-cabin castaways settling amidships, and our first-cabin passengers assuming their
  rightful places forward. After cutting the mooring lines, the ABs took up the lifeboat oars and began to stroke furiously. By the grace of Dame Fortune and the hand of Divine Providence, the
  Ada rode free of the wreck, so that when the great steamer finally snapped, breaking in two abaft the engine room, and began her vertical voyage to the bottom, we observed the whole
  appalling spectacle from a safe distance.


  22 April 1912

  Lat. 3342 N, Long. 5311 W


  Weve been at sea a full week now. No Carpathia on the horizon yet, no Californian, no Olympia, no Baltic. Our communal mood is grim but
  not despondent. Mr Hartleys little band helps. Ive forbidden them to play hymns, airs, ballads or any other wistful tunes. Its waltzes and rags or nothing, I tell
  him. Thanks to Wallace Hartleys strings and Scott Joplins syncopations, we may survive this ordeal.


  Although no one is hungry at the moment, I worry about our eventual nutritional needs. The supplies of beef, poultry and cheese hurled overboard by the stewards will soon be exhausted, and thus
  far our efforts to harvest the sea have come to nothing. The spectre of thirst likewise looms. True, we still have six wine-casks in the first-cabin section, plus four amidships and three in
  steerage, and weve also deployed scores of pots, pans, pails, kettles, washtubs and tierces all over the platform. But what if the rains come too late?


  Our sail is unwieldy, the wind contrary, the current fickle, and yet were managing, slowly, ever so slowly, to beat our way towards the thirtieth parallel. The climate has grown bearable
   perhaps forty-five degrees by day, forty by night  but its still too cold, especially for the children and the elderly. Mr Lightollers Franklin stove has proven a boon
  for those of us in the bow, and our second-cabin passengers have managed to build and sustain a small fire amidships, but our emigrants enjoy no such comforts. They huddle miserably aft, warming
  each other as best they can. We must get farther south. My kingdom for a horse latitude.


  The meat in steerage has thawed, though it evidently remains fresh, an effect of the cold air and the omnipresent brine. I shall soon be obligated to issue a difficult order. Our choices
  are clear, Ill tell the Adas company, fortitude or refinement, nourishment or nicety, survival or finesse  and in each instance Ive opted for the
  former. Messrs Lightoller, Pitman, Boxhall, Lowe and Moody share my sentiments. The only dissenter is Murdoch. My chief officer is useless to me. I would rather be sharing the bridge with
  our Bolshevik, Plotcharsky, than that fusty Scotsman.


  In my opinion an intraspecies diet need not automatically entail depravity. Ethical difficulties arise only when such cuisine is practiced in bad faith. During my one and only visit to the
  Louvre, I became transfixed by Thodore Gricaults Scne de naufrage Scene of a Shipwreck, that gruesome panorama of life aboard the notorious raft
  by which the refugees from the stranded freighter Medusa sought to save themselves. As Monsieur Gricault so vividly reveals, the players in that disaster were, almost to a man,
  paragons of bad faith. They ignored their leaders with insouciance, betrayed their fellows with relish and ate one another with alacrity. I am resolved that no such chaos will descend upon the
  Ada. We are not orgiasts. We are not beasts. We are not French.


  4 May 1912

  Lat. 2955 N, Long. 5412 W


  At last, after nineteen days afloat, the Ada has crossed the thirtieth parallel. We are underfed and dehydrated but in generally good spirits. Most of the
  rafts company has settled into a routine, passing their hours fishing, stargazing, card-playing, cataloguing provisions, bartering for beer and cigars, playing with the dogs, minding the
  children, teaching each other their native languages, repairing the hastily assembled platform and siphoning seawater from the pontoons (to stabilize the raft, not to drink, God knows). Each
  morning Dr OLoughlin brings me a report. Our infirmary  the area directly above pontoon K  is presently full: five cases of chronic mal de mer, three of frostbite, two
  of flux, and four fevers of unknown origin.


  Because the Ada remains so difficult to navigate, even with our newly installed wheelhouse and rudder, it would be foolish to try tacking towards the North American mainland in hopes of
  hitting some hospitable Florida beach. We cannot risk getting caught in the Gulf Stream and dragged back north into frigid waters. Instead we shall latch onto every southerly breeze that comes our
  way, eventually reaching the Lesser Antilles or, failing that, the coast of Brazil.


  As darkness settled over the North Atlantic, we came upon a great mass of flotsam and jetsam from an anonymous wreck: a poaching schooner, most likely, looking for whales and seals but instead
  running afoul of a storm. We recovered no bodies  lifebelts have never been popular amongst such scallywags  but we salvaged plenty of timber, some medical supplies, and a copy of the
  New York Post for 17 April, stuffed securely into the pocket of a drifting macintosh. At first light I shall peruse the paper in hopes of learning how the outside world reacted to the loss
  of the Titanic.


  The dry wood is a godsend. Thanks to this resource, I expect to encounter only a modicum of hostility whilst making my case next week for what might be called the Medusa initiative for
  avoiding famine. Only a degenerate savage would consume the raw flesh of his own kind, Ill tell our assembled company. Thanks to the Franklin stove and its ample supply
  of fuel, however, we can prepare our meals via broiling, roasting, braising, and other such civilized techniques.


  5 May 1912

  Lat. 2810 N, Long. 5440 W


  I am still reeling from the New York Posts coverage of the 15 April tragedy. Upon reaching the disaster site, Captain Roston of the Carpathia
  and Captain Lord of the Californian scanned the whole area with great diligence, finding no survivors or dead bodies, merely a few deck chairs and other debris. By the following morning
  theyd concluded that the mighty liner had gone down with all souls, and so they called off the search.


  The Adas company greeted the news of their ostensible extinction with a broad spectrum of responses. Frustration was the principal emotion. I also witnessed despair, grief,
  bitterness, outrage, amusement, hysterical laughter, fatalistic resignation, and even  if I read correctly the countenances of certain first-cabin and amidships voyagers  fascination
  with the possibility that, should we in fact bump into one of the Lesser Antilles, a man might simply slip away, start his life anew, and allow his family and friends to count him amongst those
  whod died of exposure on day one.


  If the Post report may be believed, our would-be rescuers initially thought it odd that Captain Smith had neglected to order his passengers and crew into lifebelts. Rostron and Lord
  speculated that, once the Titanics entire company realized their situation was hopeless, with the Grim Reaper making ready to trawl for their souls within a mere two hours, a tragic
  consensus had emerged. As Stanley Lord put it, I can hear the oath now, ringing down the Titanics companionways. The time has come for us to embrace our wives, kiss our
  children, pet our dogs, praise the Almighty, break out the wine and stop trying to defy a Divine Will far greater than our own. 


  Thus have we become a raft of the living dead, crewed by phantoms and populated by shades. Mr Futrelle thought immediately of Samuel Taylor Coleridges The Rime of the Ancient
  Mariner. He muttered a stanza in which the cadaverous crew, their souls having been claimed by the skull-faced, dice-addicted master of a ghost ship (its hull suggestive of an immense
  ribcage), return to life under the impetus of angelic spirits: They groaned, they stirred, they all uprose, nor spake nor moved their eyes. It had been strange, even in a dream, to have seen
  those dead men rise. And when we all come marching home to Liverpool, Southampton, Queens-town, Belfast, Cherbourg, New York, Philadelphia and Boston  that too will be awfully
  strange.


  9 May 1912

  Lat. 2714 N, Long. 5521 W


  This morning the Good Lord sent us potable water, gallons of it, splashing into our cisterns like honey from heaven. If we cleave to our usual draconian rationing, we
  shall not have to take up the Ancient Mariners despairing chant  Water, water everywhere, nor any drop to drink  for at least two months. Surely we shall
  encounter more rain by then.


  Predictably enough, my directive concerning the steerage meat occasioned a lively conversation aboard the Ada. A dozen first-cabin voyagers were so scandalized that they began questioning
  my sanity, and for a brief but harrowing interval it looked as if I might have a mutiny on my hands. But in time more rational heads prevailed, as the pragmatic majority apprehended both the
  utilitarian and the sacramental dimensions of such a menu.


  Reverend Bateman, God bless him, volunteered to oversee the rite  the deboning, the roasting, the thanksgiving, the consecration  a procedure in which he was assisted by his
  Catholic confrres, Father Byles and Father Peruschitz. Not one word was spoken during the consumption phase, but I sensed that everyone was happy not only to have finally received a
  substantive meal but also to have set a difficult precedent and emerged from the experience spiritually unscathed.


  14 May 1912

  Lat. 2741 N, Long. 5429 W


  Another wreck, another set of medical supplies, another trove of cooking fuel  plus two more legible newspapers. As it happened, the Philadelphia Bulletin
  for 22 April and the New York Times for 29 April carried stories about the dozens of religious services held earlier in the month all over America and the United Kingdom honouring the
  Titanics noble dead. I explained to our first-cabin and second-cabin passengers that I would allow each man to read about his funeral, but he must take care not to get the pages
  wet.


  Needless to say, our most illustrious voyagers were accorded lavish tributes. The managers of the Waldorf-Astoria, St Regis, and Knickerbocker hotels in Manhattan observed a moment of silence
  for Colonel John Jacob Astor. (Nothing was said about his scandalously pregnant child bride, the former Madeleine Force.) The rectors of St Pauls church in Elkins Park, Pennsylvania,
  commissioned three Tiffany windows in memory of the dearly departed Widener family, George, Eleanor and Harry. Senator Guggenheim of Colorado graced the Congressional Record with a eulogy
  for his brother, Benjamin, the mining and smelting tycoon. President Taft decreed an official Day of Prayer at the White House for his military adviser, Major Butt. For a full week all the
  passenger trains running between Philadelphia and New York wore black bunting in honour of John Thayer, Second Vice-President of the Pennsylvania Railroad. During this same interval the flags of
  all White Star Line steamers departing Southampton flew at half-mast in memory of the companys president, J. Bruce Ismay, even as the directors of Macys Department Store in Herald
  Square imported a Wurlitzer and arranged for the organist to play each day a different requiem for their late employer, Isidor Straus. The Denver Womens Club successfully petitioned the City
  Council to declare a Day of Mourning for Margaret Brown, whod done so much to improve the lot of uneducated women and destitute children throughout the state.


  On the whole, our spectral community took heart in their epitaphs, and I believe I know why. Now that our deaths have been duly marked and lamented, the bereaved back home can begin, however
  haltingly, to get on with the business of existence. Yes, throughout April the mourning families knew only raw grief, but in recent weeks they have surely entered upon wistful remembrance and the
  bittersweet rewards of daily life, wisely heeding our Lords words from the Gospel of Matthew, Let the dead bury their dead.


  18 June 1912

  Lat. 2531 N, Long. 5333 W


  To reward our steerage passengers for accepting the Medusa initiative with such lan, I made no move to stop them when, shortly after sunrise, they killed
  and ate Mr Ismay. I could see their point of view. By all accounts, from the moment we left Cherbourg Ismay had kept pressing the captain for more steam, so that we might arrive in New York on
  Tuesday night rather than Wednesday morning. Evidently Ismay wanted to set a record, whereby the crossing-time for the maiden voyage of the Titanic would beat that of her sister ship, the
  Olympic. Also, nobody really liked the man.


  I also went along with the strangling and devouring of Mr Murdoch. There was nothing personal or vindictive in my decision. I would have acquiesced even if we didnt detest each other. Had
  Murdoch not issued such a boneheaded command at 11.40 p.m. on the night of 14 April, we wouldnt be in this mess. Hard a-starboard! he ordered. So far, so good. If hed
  left it at that, we wouldve steamed past the iceberg with several feet to spare. But instead he added, Full astern. What the bloody hell was Murdoch trying to do? Back up the
  ship like a bloody motorcar? All he accomplished was to severely compromise the rudder, and so the colossus slit us like a hot knife cutting lard.


  When it came to Mr Andrews, however, I drew the line. Yes, before the Titanic sailed he should have protested the paucity of lifeboats. And, yes, when designing her he should have run the
  bulkheads clear to the brink, so that in the event of rupture the watertight compartments would not systematically feed one another with ton after ton of brine. But even in his wildest fancies, Mr.
  Andrews could not have imagined a three-hundred-foot gash in his creations hull.


  Let him amongst you who has designed a more unsinkable ship than RMS Titanic cast the first stone, I told the mob. Slowly, reluctantly, they backed away. Today I have made
  an eternal friend in Thomas Andrews.


  5 December 1912

  Lat. 2016 N, Long. 5240 W


  Looking through my journal, I am chagrined to discover that the entries appear at such erratic intervals. What can I say? Writing does not come easily for me, and I am
  forever solving problems more pressing than keeping this tubs log up to date.


  Since getting below the Tropic of Cancer, we have endured one episode of becalming after another. Naturally Mr Futrelle supplied me with an appropriate stanza from Coleridge. Down dropt
  the breeze, the sails dropt down  twas sad as sad could be, and we did only speak to break silence of the sea. And yet we are much more than the poets painted ship upon
  a painted ocean. The Ada abides. Life goes on.


  In August, young Mrs Astor gave birth to her baby, faithfully attended by Dr Alice Leader, the only female physician on board. (Mother and child are both thriving.) Septembers highlights
  included a spellbinding public recitation by Mr Futrelle of his latest Thinking Machine detective story, which he will commit to paper when we reach dry land. (The plot is so devilishly clever that
  I dare not reveal any particulars.) Last month our resident theatre company staged a production of The Tempest, directed by Margaret Brown and featuring our fetching movie-serial actress
  Dorothy Gibson as Miranda. (The shipwreck scene provoked unhappy memories, but otherwise we were enchanted.) And, of course, each dawn brings a plethora of birthdays to celebrate. Mr Futrelle
  informs me of the counterintuitive fact that, out of any group of twenty-three persons, the chances are better than fifty-fifty that two will share a birthday. I couldnt follow his logic,
  but Im not about to question it.


  On the romantic front, Ive been pleased to observe that our young wireless operator, Harold Bride, has set his cap for a twenty-one-year-old Irish emigrant named Katie Mullen. (Though Mr
  Bride has not been pleased to observe me observing him.) In June, Mr and Mrs Strauss marked their forty-first wedding anniversary. (Mr Lightoller arranged a candlelit dinner for them above pontoon
  F.) In July, Mr Guggenheim and his mistress, Mme Lotine Aubert, finally got married, Rabbi Minkoff officiating. (They passed their honeymoon in the gazebo above pontoon D.) Sad to say, last
  month Mr and Mrs Widener decided to get divorced, despite the protests of Father Byles and Father Montvila. The Wideners insist their decision has nothing to do with the stress of the sinking, and
  everything to do with their disagreements over womens suffrage. I personally dont understand why the gentler sex wishes to sully its sensibility with politics, but if ladies really
  want the vote, I say give it them.


  7 July 1913

  Lat. 919 N, Long. 4442 W


  For reasons that defy my powers of analysis, a steady cheerfulness obtains aboard the Ada. Despite our isolation, or perhaps because of it, weve become quite
  attached to our crowded little hamlet. Notwithstanding the occasional doldrums, literal and figurative, our peripatetic tropical isle remains a remarkably congenial place.


  I am aided immeasurably by the incompetence of captains who came before me. Thanks to the superfluity of wrecks, and our skill in plundering the flotsam and jetsam, we are blessed with a
  continual supply of fresh meat, good ale, novel toys for the children, au courant fashions for the first-cabin women, lumber for new architectural projects, rigging to improve our
  manoeuvrability, firearms to discourage pirates, and lambskin sheaths to curb our population. Drop by the Ada on any given Saturday night, and you will witness dance marathons, bridge
  tournaments, poker games, lotto contests, sing-a-longs, and amorous encounters of every variety, sometimes across class lines. We are a merry raft.


  Even our library is flourishing. This last circumstance has proved especially heartening to young Harry Widener, our resident bibliophile, who needs bucking up after his parents divorce.
  Jane Austen is continually in circulation, likewise Charles Dickens, Anthony Trollope, Conan Doyle, and an epic Polish novel, at once reverent and earthy, called Quo Vadis. We also have
  The Oxford Book of English Verse, compiled in 1900 by Arthur Quiller-Couch, so now I need no longer pester Mr Futrelle when I wish to ornament my log with epigraphs.


  At least ten weeks have passed since anybody has asked when were going to reach the Lesser Antilles. How might I account for this cavalier attitude to our rescue? I suspect that the
  phenomenon traces in part to the special editions of the New York Herald-Tribune and the Manchester Guardian that we salvaged last May. In both cases, the theme of the issue was
  The Titanic Catastrophe: One Year Later. Evidently the outside world has managed to extract a profound moral lesson from the tragedy. Man, our beneficiaries have learned, is a
  flawed, fallible and naked creature. Our pride is nothing of which to be proud. For all our technological ingenuity, we are not gods or even demiurges. If a person wishes to be happy, he would do
  better planting his garden than polishing his gaskets, better cultivating his soul than multiplying his possessions.


  Given the ethos that now obtains throughout North America, Europe and the British Empire, how can we blithely go waltzing home? How dare we disillusion Western civilization by returning from the
  dead? Ive consulted with representatives from steerage, amidships and the aristocracy, and theyve all ratified my conclusion. Showing up now would amount to saying, Sorry,
  friends and neighbours, but youve been living in a Rousseauesque fantasy, for the Titanics resourceful company defeated Nature after all. Once again human cleverness has
  triumphed over cosmic indifference, so lets put aside all this sentimental talk of hubris and continue to fill the planet to bursting with our contrivances and toys.


  To be sure, we also have certain personal  you might even say selfish  reasons to keep the Ada as our address. Colonel Astor, Mr Widener and Mr Guggenheim note, with great
  exasperation, that according to our salvaged newspapers the American Treasury Department intends to levy a severe tax on people at their level of income. (Ironically, these revenues will be due
  each year on the day the Titanic went down.) Reverend Bateman and Father Byles aver that their castaway flocks have proven a hundred times more attentive to the Christian message than were
  their congregations on dry land. At least half our married men, regardless of class, confess that theyve grown weary of their wives back home, and many have started courting the nubile
  colleens from steerage. Surprisingly, some of our unescorted married women admit to analogous sentiments. Consider the case of Margaret Brown, our Denver suffragette and rabble-rouser, who avers
  that her marriage to J. J. Brown lost its magic many years ago, hence her proclivity for throwing herself at me in a most shocking and, I must say, exciting manner.


  And, of course, we continue to expand our material amenities. Last week we put in a squash court. This morning Mr Andrews showed me his plans for a Turkish bath. Tomorrow my officers and I shall
  consider whether to allocate our canvas reserves to a canopy for the emigrants, analogous to the protection enjoyed by our second-cabin and forward residents. All in all, it would appear that, as
  captain of this community, I am obligated to defer our deliverance indefinitely, an attitude with which the vivacious Mrs Brown heartily agrees.


  11 December 1913

  Lat. 1017 S, Long. 3252 W


  Looking back on Vasil Plotcharskys attempt to foment a socialist revolution aboard the Ada, I would say that it was all for the best. Just as I suspected,
  the man is besotted with Trotsky. At first he confined his political activities to organizing marches, rallies and strikes amongst the steerage passengers and former Titanic victualling
  staff, his aim being to protest what he called the tyrannical regime of Czar Henry Wilde and his decadent courtiers. Alas, it wasnt long before Mr Plotcharsky and his followers
  broke into the arms locker and equipped themselves with pistols, whereupon they started advocating the violent overthrow of my regime.


  But for the intervention of our resident logic meister, Mr Futrelle, who can be as quick as his fictional Thinking Machine, Plotcharskys exhortations might have led to bloodshed.
  Instead, Futrelle explained to the Trotskyites that, per Karl Marxs momentous revelation, the land of collectivist milk and classless honey is destined to rise only from the rubble of the
  Western imperialist democracies. The Workers Paradise cannot be successfully organized within feudal societies such as contemporary Russia or, for that matter, the good ship Ada. In
  due time, with scientific inevitability, the worlds capitalist economies will yield to the iron imperatives of history, but for now even the most ardent Bolshevik must practise
  forbearance.


  Mr Plotcharsky listened attentively, spent the following day in a brown study, and cancelled the revolution. To tell you the truth, I dont think his heart was in it.


  Of course, not all of Vasil Plotcharskys partisans were happy with this turn of events, and one of them  a Southampton butcher named Charles Barrow  argued that we should
  forthwith institute a democracy aboard the Ada, as an essential first step towards a socialist utopia. Initially I resisted Mr Barrows argument, whereupon he introduced his cleaver
  into the conversation, and I assured him that I would not stand in the way of progress.


  And so a bright new day has dawned aboard the Ada. Mr Andrews astounding machine is now considerably more than a raft, and I am now considerably less than her captain. On 13
  October, by a nearly unanimous vote, Mr Plotcharsky and Colonel Astor abstaining, we became the Peoples Republic of Adaland. Our constitutional convention, drawing representatives from the
  aristocracy, the second-cabin precincts and steerage, dragged on for two weeks. George Widener, John Thayer and Sir Cosmo Duff-Gordon were scandalized by the resulting document, mostly because it
  forbade the establishment of a state church, instituted a unitary Parliament oblivious to class distinctions, and  owing to the tireless efforts of Margaret Brown and her sorority of
  suffragettes  enfranchised every adult female citizen. I keep trying to convince Widener, Thayer and Duff-Gordon that certain concessions to modernity are better than the Bolshevik
  alternative.


  On 13 November I was elected the first Prime Minister of Adaland in a landslide, thereby vindicating the platform of my Egalitarian Party and giving pause to Father Peruschitzs Catholic
  Workers Party, Sir Cosmos Christian Entrepreneurs Party, Thomas Andrewss Technotopia Party and Vasil Plotcharskys Communist Party. Two days after my triumph at the polls, I
  asked Maggie Brown to marry me. Shed done a splendid job as my campaign manager, attracting over eighty per cent of the female vote to our cause, and I knew she would make an excellent wife
  as well.


  17 April 1914

  Lat. 1315 N, Long. 2911 W


  The week began with an extraordinary stroke of luck. Shortly after noon, poking through the wreck of a frigate called the Ganymede, we happened upon a wireless set,
  plus a petrol engine to supply it with power. In short order John Phillips and Harold Bride got the rig working. Once again I have the ears of an angel, enthused a beaming Phillips.
  I can tell you all the gossip of a troubled and tumultuous world.


  Woodrow Wilson has been elected the 28th President of the United States. The Second Balkans War has ended with a peace treaty between Serbia and Turkey. Mahatma Gandhi, leader of the Indian
  Passive Resistance Movement, has been arrested. Pope Pius X has died, succeeded by Cardinal della Chiesa as Pope Benedict XV. Ernest Shackleton is headed for the Antarctic. The feisty suffragette
  Emmeline Pankhurst languishes in prison after attempting to blow up Lloyd George. Nickelodeon audiences have fallen in love with a character called the Little Tramp. A great canal through the
  Isthmus of Panama is about to open. The second anniversary of the Titanic disaster occasioned sermons, speeches, editorials and religious observances throughout the Western world.


  Good Lord, has it been two years already? It seems only yesterday that I watched Mr Andrews unfurl his blueprint in the chartroom. So much has happened since then: the launching of the
  Ada, the consumption of Ismay and Murdoch, the reports of our collective demise, our decision to remain waterborne for the nonce, the birth of this republic  not to mention my
  marriage to the redoubtable Maggie.


  Adaland continues to ply the Atlantic in a loop bounded on the north by the Tropic of Cancer and on the south by the Tropic of Capricorn. We last crossed the equator in late February. Mrs Wilde
  marked the event by organizing an elaborate masquerade ball reminiscent of the fabled Brazilian Carnaval. The affair was a huge success, and we shall probably do the same thing three months hence
  when we hit the line again.


  At least once a week we find ourselves within hailing distance of yet another pesky freighter or presumptuous steamer. By paddling furiously and hoisting all sails  our spars now
  collectively carry ten thousand square feet  we always manage to outrun the intruder. In theory, thanks to our wireless rig, we have endured the last of these nerve-wracking chases, for
  Phillips and Bride can now sound the alarm well before we become objects of unwanted charity.


  2 September 1914

  Lat. 2548 S, Long. 3316 W


  Against the dictates of reason, in defiance of all decency, with contempt for every Christian virtue, the world has gone to war. According to our wireless intercepts, the
  Western Front stretches a staggering four hundred and seventy-five miles across northern France, the Boche on one side, the Allies on the other, both armies dug in and defending themselves with
  machine guns. In my minds eye I see the intervening terrain: a no-mans-land presided over by Death, now on holiday from Coleridges skeletal ship and reigning over a kingdom of
  muck, blood, bone, mustard gas and barbed wire, whilst Life-in-Death combs her yellow locks, paints her ruby lips, and sports with the boys in the trenches. Between 4 August and 29 August, Phillips
  informs me, 260,000 French soldiers died the most wretched, agonizing and pointless deaths imaginable.


  I was under the impression that, since the Titanic allegedly went down two years ago, self-delusion had lost favour in Europe, Mrs Wilde remarked. How does one
  account for this madness?


  I cant explain it, I replied. But I would say we now have more reason than ever to remain aboard the Ada.


  Although the preponderance of the butchery is occurring thousands of miles to the northeast, the British and Germans have succeeded in creating a nautical war zone here in the tropics. Mr
  Phillips has inferred that a swift and deadly armoured fleet, under the command of Admiral Craddock aboard HMS Good Hope, has been prowling these waters looking for two German cruisers, the
  Dresden, last seen off the Brazilian state of Pernambuco, and the Karlsruhe, recently spotted near Curaao, one of the Lesser Antilles. If he cant catch either of these
  big fish, Craddock will settle for one of the Q ships  merchant vessels retrofitted with cannons and pom-poms  that the Germans have deployed in their efforts to destroy British
  commercial shipping around Cape Horn. In particular Craddock hopes to sink the Cap Trafalgar, code name Hilfskreuzer B, and the Kronprinz Wilhelm, named for the Kaiser
  himself.


  We are monitoring the Marconi traffic around the clock, eavesdropping on Craddocks relentless patriotism. Two hours ago Mr Bride brought me a report indicating that the Kronprinz
  Wilhelm is being pursued by HMS Carmania, one of the British Q ships that recently joined Craddocks cruiser squadron. Bride warns me that the coming fight could occur near our
  present location, about two hundred miles south of the Brazilian island of Trindade (not to be confused with the West Indies island of Trinidad). We would be well advised to sail far away from
  here, though in which direction God only knows.


  14 September 1914

  Lat. 2215 S, Long. 2952 W


  A dizzyingly eventful day. Approaching Trindade, we were abruptly caught up in the Great War, bystanders to a furious engagement between the Carmania and the
  Kronprinz Wilhelm. There is blood on our decks tonight. Bullets and shells have shredded our sails. From our infirmary rise the moans and gasps of a hundred wounded German and British
  evacuees.


  I had never witnessed a battle before, and neither had any other Adaland citizens except Major Butt and Colonel Weir, whod seen action in the Philippines during the Spanish-American War.
  Dover Beach came instantly to mind. The darkling plain, the confused alarms, the ignorant armies clashing by night, or, in this case, at noon.


  For two full hours the armed freighters pounded each other with their 4.1-inch guns, whilst their respective supply vessels  each combatant boasted a retinue of three colliers 
  maintained a wary distance, waiting to fish the dead and wounded from the sea. On board the Ada, the children cried in terror, the adults bemoaned the folly of it all, and the dogs ran in
  mad circles trying to escape the terrible noise. With each passing minute the gap separating the Carmania and the Kronprinz Wilhelm narrowed, until the two freighters were only yards
  apart, their sailors lining the rails and exchanging rifle shots, a tactic curiously reminiscent of Napoleonic-era fighting, quite unlike the massed machine-gun fire now fashionable on the Western
  Front.


  At first I thought the Carmania had got the worst of it. Fires raged along her decks, her bridge lay flattened by artillery shells, her engines had ceased to function, and shed
  started to lower away. But then I realized the Wilhelm was fatally injured, her hull listing severely, her crew launching life-boats, her colliers drawing nearer the fray, looking for
  survivors. Evidently some shells had hit the Wilhelm below her waterline, rupturing several compartments. A North Atlantic iceberg could not have sealed her doom more emphatically.


  Owing to the relentless explosions, the proliferating fires, the rain of bullets, and the general chaos, nearly three hundred sailors  perhaps three dozen from the Carmania, the
  rest from the Wilhelm  were now in the water, some dead, some wounded, most merely dazed. Fully half the castaways swam for the colliers and lifeboats of their respective
  nationalities, but the others took a profound and understandable interest in the Ada. And so it happened that our little republic suddenly found itself in need of an immigration policy.


  Unlike the Titanic, the Wilhelm did not break in two. She simply lurched crazily to port, then slowly but inexorably disappeared. Throughout the sinking I consulted with the
  leaders of Parliament, and we soon reached a decision that, ten hours later, I am still willing to call enlightened. We would rescue anyone, British or German, who could climb aboard on his own
  hook, provided he agreed to renounce his nationality, embrace the founding documents of Adaland, and forswear any notion of bringing the Great War to our waterborne, sovereign, neutral country. As
  it happened, every sailor to whom we proposed these terms gave his immediate assent, though doubtless many prospective citizens were simply telling us what they knew we wanted to hear.


  Being ill-equipped to deal with the severely maimed, we had to leave them to the colliers, even those unfortunates who desperately wanted to join us. I shall not soon forget the bobbing
  casualties of the Battle of Trindade. Even Major Butt and Colonel Weir had never seen such carnage. A boy  and they were all boys  with his lower jaw blasted away. Another boy with
  both hands burned off. An English lad whose severed legs floated alongside him like jettisoned oars. A German sailor whose sprung intestines encircled his midriff like some grisly life-preserver.
  The pen trembles in my hand. I can write no more.


  29 October 1914

  Lat. 1035 S, Long. 3811 W


  Every day, fair or foul, the Great War chews up and spits out another ten thousand mothers sons, sometimes many more. Were the Adas scores of
  able-bodied Englishmen, Irishmen, Welshmen and Scotsmen to sail home now and repatriate themselves, the majority would probably wind up in the trenches. The beast needs feeding. As for those
  hundreds of young men who boarded the Titanic intending to settle in New York or Boston or perhaps even the Great Plains, they too are vulnerable, since its doubtless only a matter of
  months before President Wilson consigns several million Yanks to the Western Front.


  And so it happens that a consensus concerning the present cataclysm has emerged amongst our population. I suspect we would have come to this view even without our experience of naval warfare. In
  any event, the Great War is not for us. We sincerely hope that the participating nations extract from the slaughter whatever their hearts desire: honour, glory, adventure, relief from ennui. But I
  think well sit this one out.


  Yesterday I held an emergency meeting with my capable Deputy Prime Minister, Mr Futrelle, my level-headed Minister of State, Mr Andrews, and my astute Minister of War, Major Butt. After deciding
  that the South Atlantic is entirely the wrong place for us to be, we set a north-westerly course, destination Central America. I cant imagine how were going to get through the canal.
  Mrs Wilde assures me well think of something. Lord, how I adore my wife. In January were expecting our first child. This happy phenomenon, I must confess, caught us completely by
  surprise, as Mrs Wilde is forty-six years old. Evidently our baby was meant to be.


  15 November 1914

  Lat. 710 N, Long. 7915 W


  Mirabile dictu  weve done it! Thanks to Mrs Astors diamond tiara, Mrs Guggenheims ruby necklace, and a dozen other such gewgaws, we
  managed to bribe, barter and wheedle our way from one side of the Isthmus of Panama to the other. Being a mere 110 feet side to side, the lock chambers barely accommodated our machine, but we
  nevertheless squeaked through.


  The Ada is heading south-southwest, bound for the Galpagos Islands and the rolling blue sea beyond. I havent the remotest notion where we might end up, luscious Tahiti
  perhaps, or historic Pitcairn Island, or Pago Pago, or Samoa, and right now I dont particularly care. What matters is that we are rid of both the Belle poque and the darkling plain.
  Bring on the South Pacific, typhoons and all.


  Night falls over the Gulf of Panama. By the gleam of my electric torch I am reading the Oxford Book of English Verse. Three stanzas by George Peele seem relevant to our situation. In the
  presence of Queen Elizabeth, an ancient warrior doffs his helmet, which now shall make a hive for bees. No longer able to fight, he proposes to serve Her Majesty in a different way.
  Goddess, allow this aged man his right to be your beadsman now, that was your knight. The poem is called Farewell to Arms, a sentiment to which we Battle of Trindade
  veterans respond with enthusiastic sympathy, though not for any reasons Mr Peele would recognize. Farewell, ignorant armies. Auf Wiedersehen, dreadful Kronprinz Wilhelm. Adieu, fatuous
  Good Hope. Hail and farewell.


  I am master of a wondrous raft, and soon I shall be a father as well. Over two thousand pilgrims are in my keeping, and at present every soul is safe. Strange stars glitter in a stranger sky.
  Colonel Astors Airedale and Mr Harpers Pekingese howl at the bright gibbous moon. The sea is calm tonight, and I am a very lucky man.


  
    
  


  Sidewinders


  Ken MacLeod


  1. The Trafalgar Gate


  I bought a kilo of oranges in Soho  Covent Garden would have none at this time of year  and walked down Whitcomb Street and around the corner on Pall Mall to
  the Square. The Gate faced me, a concrete henge straddling the entrance to Duncannon Street. There wasnt much of a queue, just a line four abreast filling the pavement along the front of the
  National Gallery and St Martins in the Fields. I passed the two hours it took me to get to the front reading the latest Amis fils in paperback. I turned the last page and chucked the
  Penguin to a hurrying, threadbare art student seconds before Id have had to relinquish the book to the security bin.


  Papers, please.


  I resisted the temptation to monkey the guards cockney. String bag slung on the thumb, rope of my duffel bag clutched in the fingers of one hand, I passed the documents over with the
  other, for a frowning moment of scrutiny. Then the guard waved me on to the Customs table. Wanded, searched, duffel bag contents spread out and thrust back in any old how. Passport scanned and
  stamped. One orange taken for random inspection. Ive paid worse tolls. As long as the stack of Marie Thrse thalers and the small change in my boot-heels made it
  through, I was good to go anywhere.


  I walked under the arch and into Scotland.


  * * *


  They dont like you to call it Scotland, of course. Officially, East London is the capital of the GBR (which  the tired joke notwithstanding  doesnt
  actually stand for Gordon Browns Republic but is the full name of the state, derived from the standard ISO abbreviation for Great Britain and accepted as its
  legal designation at the exhausted end of the 1978 UN Security Council session that imposed the settlement, ending the bloody civil war that followed the Colonels Coup of 73). But
  its mostly Scottish accents you hear on the streets, along with Asian and African and Islingtonian  the few thousand white working-class Londoners who stayed in the East are in high
  demand as faces and voices for the regime: actors, diplomats, border guards. North Britain (another name they dont like) speaks to the world in a cockney accent.


  I walked up Duncannon Street, avoiding eye contact with anyone in a plastic fake-leather jacket. The bank is still called the Royal Bank and the currency is still called the pound. Come to think
  of it, the Party is still called Labour. Zigzagging the Strand and Kingsway, I was 100 metres from Holborn when I noticed I was being followed. Usual stuff  corner of the eye, shop-window
  reflection, tail still there after Id dashed across the four lanes (GBR traffics mercifully two-stroke, and sparse) and walked on. Worse, when I checked again in a parked wing-mirror
  the guy vanished in plain sight. (In my plain sight, that is. No one else noticed.)


  Another sidewinder, then. One who knew I was on to him. Shit. Jack Straws boys (and girls) I could dodge with my eyes shut. This was different.


  Theres a procedure for everything. For this situation, SOP is to take a long step sideways  chances are, the sidewinder whos spotted you spotting him has just hopped into an
  adjacent probability (like, one where you took a different route) and is sprinting ahead to hop back further up the road (following his SOP, natch). But hed know that, so if he knew I
  was a sidewinder . . . but I had no evidence of that, yet. Either way, the trick was to take a bigger or a smaller jump than hed expect, but one that would still keep me on track to catch an
  Edinburgh train at Kings Cross.


  I turned sharp left onto High Holborn and walked briskly towards the border. Long before Id reached Princes Circus, I was the only person on the street. There isnt a wall between
  East and West London  theyve learned that much  but planning blight, student hostels and regular patrols fill the function almost as well. From a sidewinders angle,
  though, the good thing about the band of run-down property east of Charing Cross Road is that its a debatable land, a place where the probabilities are manifold, and therefore a prime locale
  for long sideways steps.


  I clambered over concrete rubble, waded through fireweed, crunched broken panes, and stood still and did that thing in my head.


  2. That thing in my head


  You do it too.


  Those times when you know you left the front-door keys on the kitchen table, not beside the phone, and theres no one else around who could have moved them? Big secret: it
  wasnt the little people messing with your head. That street entrance or shop front youve never noticed before, though you must have driven past it a hundred times? Shock revelation:
  youre not living The Truman Show, and nobodys shifting the scenery.


  Youre shifting, in the scenery: sideslipping between entire universes whose only difference may be where you left the keys last night, or how a town plan turned out thirty
  years ago, or a planning permission last month, or . . .


  Youre doing it all the time, unconsciously. Sidewinders do it consciously. Dont ask me how, or how many of us there are. You dont want to know. Most of us, by a sort of
  natural selection, end up in the probability where theyre happy, or at least content. A small minority are intrinsically malcontent, or seduced by the possibilities, or both.


  Some of that minority get recruited. You dont want to know about that, either. Lets just say there are two sides. Well, there are an infinity of sides, but they collapse, on
  inspection, to two: the Improvers, and the Conservers.


  The Improvers want to put wrong histories back on track; the Conservers want all possible histories to unfold unhindered. This conflict has, Im told, been
  going on for some time. I suspect its waged from great shining bastions of widely separated probability where civilization is vastly more advanced than it is anywhere we can reach, each of
  them perhaps far outside the human branch of history altogether. The best-laid plans of Miocene men, or of the wily descendants of dinosaurs on an Earth the asteroid missed . . .


  Thats the sort of question we sidewinders argue amongst ourselves. For you, for now  all you need to know is, Im an Improver.


  And right now I was on the run from a Conserver.


  3. Tairlidhe is my darlin, the young chevalier


  I stepped out of the bank doorway I found myself in, nodded to the footman, and caught a tram. Tall buildings, fat with sandstone and gross with gilt, filled the view from
  the top-deck window. The streets buzzed with electric velocipedes and reeked with ethanol-fuelled cars. The pavements were more crowded than those of the world Id come from, and the crowds
  whiter. Here and there a Mahometan, a Hindoo or a Jew walked, distinct in their costume and dignity. Blacks and Chinese were more common and less noticeable, porters and street-merchants for the
  most part. Slavery was abolished in 1836, after the Virginia Insurrection made it too expensive; the Opium Wars were never fought.


  Discreetly, I unscrewed a boot-heel and thumb-nailed out a 1997 shilling with the head of Charles X. The conductor grumbled, but gave me a fistful of nickel in change that weighed down my jacket
  pocket as I jumped off. Kings Cross is in the same place, with the same name  its one of those sites thats a converse to the debatable lands: a place implacable,
  straddling probabilities like railway lines. The statue in the front is of Luipoldt II.


  I plunged to the ticket office through the foetid cloud of pomade and pipe-smoke and bought a single to Edinburgh. Display-boards clattered with flip-plates of digits and destinations. An
  express at twelve of the clock, platform three. I bought a newspaper and a packed lunch, and took my seat. The train  French-fangled, electric  glided out as all the church-bells of
  London pealed noon, flashed through the villages north of London  Camden, Islington, Newington  at an accelerating clip that reached 150 miles an hour as we passed Barnet. Too fast to
  read the sign, but I knew the town. Theres always, for me, a frisson at Barnet  its where the last battle of the Second Restoration was fought, when the Bonny Prince and his
  men routed the Hornsey militia and found London defenceless before them.


  The endless fields of England rolled by, the spring ploughing well under way, sometimes with one man behind a horse, sometimes with a great modern contraption from the Massey manufactories,
  drawn by a phalanx of Clydesdales. I leaned on the table, munched bread and cheese and sipped stout, and worried idly about my soft spot for this probability. How does one weigh the absence of
  total war and totalitarian revolution, against the continuance of Caliph and Romanoff and Manchu, and Voltaire at Ferney broken on the wheel?


  I was in the non-smoking carriage, with the ladies, which didnt bother me at all. My clothes, while unfashionable, raised no more than a momentary eyebrow. A bum-freezer
  here is a pea-jacket there, and Levi makes denim jeans across a surprising range of probabilities.


  Across the table  not Pullman, but the idea is obvious enough  sat a young lady, bowed over a thick book. Black brows knitted under her bonnet, lips moving as she read, her thin
  face pallid, her gown frayed at the cuffs. She glanced up as I turned a rustling page of The Times, and I smiled politely and looked back at the science page. Antarctic continent found
   Spanish claim disputed. The young woman sighed. I looked up again.


  A heroine in jeopardy, milady? I asked.


  She shot me an indignant glance.


  I am not reading a novel, she said. I study zoology.


  Ah, I said. Your pardon. An admirable pursuit.


  But it is so hard! she cried. All those lists!


  The Latin names, I murmured, nodding sagely, of the great Linnaeus? They can indeed be a trial  


  She shook her head. It is not that. So many disconnected facts to commit to memory! Then she frowned. I cannot place your accent, sir.


  New Scotland, I said, with a self-deprecating smile. Hence the barbaric twang.


  She took this bold-faced lie without demur. I told another.


  My name, I said, is Steve Jones.


  And mine, she said, is Mary Ann Dykes.


  At your service, miss.


  Thank you. Delighted to make your acquaintance.


  I gave my occupation, disingenuously, as commercial traveller in oranges. She gave hers as confidential servant.


  And why, if I may make so bold, are you studying zoology?


  I am an orphan, sir, she said. I say this not to elicit sympathy, but to explain. I go to seek a post as a governess, in the Scottish capital. The mistress of the house has
  ambitions for her sons to be physicians, and I have been told that comparative anatomy is  but no! She smiled suddenly. That is true, but merely my excuse. The subject
  intrigues me.


  As I said, an admirable pursuit.


  But most taxing. Before my father passed away, he taught me the rudiments of mathematics, and of Newton. Would that zoology had its Newton!


  I know little of that science, I mused aloud, but I have sometimes thought that, just as our poor will multiply to the limits of their wages, or of the poor-rates, the
  entire brute creation must perforce indulge in an even more wanton and thoughtless reproduction of their kind . . .


  Mary Ann didnt blush. This history had no Victoria. She frowned.


  Yes? she said. Your drift, sir?


  Yet as we see, I went on, the world is not over-run with  I glanced out of the window  rabbits, let us say, or nettles. All that are born do not
  survive, and those who do must, on average, have some perhaps slight advantage which  so to speak  selects them for survival over their less fit brethren. If we dare to imagine
  this process repeated, generation after generation, over many ages and revolutions of the Earth . . . but I fear I am rushing too far, in too speculative a direction.


  No! she said. She clutched my wrist, then withdrew her too-hasty hand. This time, she did blush. Please, do go on.


  I did. By the time we reached the southern shore of the Firth of Forth, her textbook was covered with delighted scribbles linking facts at last, and her face with astonished smiles and happy
  frowns at the results.


  I was about to part with her, at the station  which is called simply Edinburgh Central, Walter Scott in this world having remained an advocate at the Bar  smug in my Improving
  zeal, when she caught my elbow.


  Mr Jones, she said, may I presume upon our acquaintance to ask you to escort me to my destination? It is in the West Port, and   She looked away.


  And the Grassmarket is notorious for footpads, and you cannot afford a cab? Dont worry, Miss Dykes. I cant afford one either. Let us walk together.


  I carried her luggage. It was pathetically light.


  Mr Jones, she enquired anxiously as we emerged from the rear of the station on to Market Street and caught our first stagnant whiff of the Nor Loch, I see you carry no
  weapon.


  I need none, I assured her. I am an adept in the martial arts of the East.


  She laughed. Ancient arts are no match for a good pistol, sir, but I still trust in your protection.


  Across the Royal Mile, down St Marys Street into the Cowgate, then along beneath the North Bridge and Charles IV Bridge towards the Grassmarket. High, dank walls like
  cliff-faces dripped. Opium dens wafted their dark allure. Gypsy fiddles enlivened the air around hostelries. Homeward cars and velocipedes splashed through the noxious puddles. After the Cowgate,
  the Grassmarket was respectability itself, even with its tinker stalls, beggar families, skulking footpads, stilt-walking clowns, and carousing students of medicine, divinity and law. The flag of
  the Three Kingdoms, aflutter in the evening breeze, could be glimpsed over the Castle which, like its Rock, straddles history sturdy and aloof with only its flags changing, above the
  Grassmarkets seething pool of probabilities.


  Out of that seething pool stepped my pursuer. Two metres in front of us, and no one in between. If I hadnt recognized his face, the levelled thing in his hand would have identified him
  surely enough. In this world, it might have seemed no more than a glittering toy, but Mary Ann divined its sinister import in an instant. Or perhaps she just reacted to my start. She clutched my
  upper arm with both hands. From the point of view of one about to draw on the martial arts of the East, this was not a welcome move, however pleasing it might have been under other
  circumstances.


  After a split second of bafflement, I realized that my pursuer must have stayed in the GBR, guessed  or been leaked  my destination and blithely taken the faster train of that more
  advanced world, then sidestepped to this world of Tairlidhes victory to await me. How hed found out that this was the world to which Id fled to evade him, I didnt care
  to guess. Infiltration and defection are permanent possibilities, across all probabilities.


  I had no choice. I sidestepped, back to the GBR. I may have hoped my pursuer wouldnt expect that, but in all honesty it was a reflex.


  I had never before sidestepped with someone holding on to me. I was almost as surprised as Mary Ann to find us still together, in a different Grassmarket.


  What is this? she cried, gazing around bewildered at the suddenly airier, cleaner, brighter and even noisier space of the plaza. She let go off me, and took a swift pace or two
  back and looked at me with suspicion and dread. What arts of the East have you used, Mr Jones? Sorcery? Illusion?


  Not these, I fear, I said. This is real. It is a different reality than that to which you are accustomed  one in which history took a different turn, centuries
  ago.


  She seemed to grasp the concept at once.


  Are there many such?


  An infinite number, I told her.


  But how marvellous! And yet how obvious, that the Creators infinity should be reflected in His creations!


  Thats one way of looking at it, I allowed.


  Mary Ann looked around again, more calmly now, though I could see her quivering.


  I see this is a history in which the Covenanters memory is honoured, she said. She pointed to one of a trio of statues. I recognize that visage, of Richard Cameron.
  But who are the others?


  They will mean nothing to you, I said.


  I want to see them, all the same.


  She was intrigued by the pedestrian crossing, and impressed by the vehicles, tinny and two-stroke though they were. I nudged her to stop her staring at women with bare heads and short skirts. We
  stopped beneath the statues.


  The stern man in the homburg, with upraised, didactic, forefinger:


  John Maclean, she read from the plinth. A preacher, was he?


  In a manner of speaking, I said. And in his manner of public speech, by all accounts.


  The man in the short coat, with glasses and pipe  and, Scotland being Scotland in all manifestations, with a traffic cone on his head:


  And Harold Wilson, martyr of British democracy? She recoiled almost, frowning. A democrat? A radical?


  Not precisely, I said, looking around distractedly. It would take too long to explain. That man who confronted us  he may catch up at any moment. I must
  go.


  What about me, Mr Jones? Mary Ann said.


  Im sorry, I said, still looking about. I cant take you with me. Its far too dangerous. Youll be safe here for now. My gaze alighted on a
  tall concrete building, from which hung a banner with a jowly, frowning, face and the letters GB. I pointed.


  Remove your bonnet, I said. Its not customary here. Your dress will pass. Go to that building, ask for the Womens Institute, and say that you have just arrived
  from London, penniless. Say nothing of where you really come from, lest you be consigned to a lunatic asylum. You will be made welcome, and given employment. Learn what you can in this world, and
  as soon as possible Ill take you back to yours.


  But  


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my pursuer emerge from the pub called The Last Drop, and peer around.


  Goodbye, Miss Dykes, I said.


  I handed her the oranges  they were for here, after all, where they were scarce  and sidestepped as far as Id ever dared in a single jump.


  4. Storm Constantinople!


  And fell briefly into a world of Latin buzz and blazing neon, of fairy lights suspended on nothing above a grassy park, on which robe-clad dark-skinned people strolled
  beneath a Rock with no Castle, and with an evening sky alight with the artificial constellations of celestial cities in orbit overhead. I sprinted across the sward, towards where the Kings
  Stables Road wouldnt be. Id never been in this probability, but I recognized it by report: this is the one where Spartacus won, slavery fell, capitalism rose, and the Romans reached
  the Moon in about 500 (Not) AD and Alpha Centauri a century or two later . . .


  I leaped a stream that in most other worlds had long since been a sewer, sidestepped in mid-air, in a familiar but much less hopeful direction, and came down with a skid and a thud on dust and
  ash. I stumbled, flailing, and trod on a circle of glowing embers which I as quickly jumped out of, scattering more ash.


  Oi! someone shouted. It must have been his fire.


  Sorry! over my shoulder. Then I ran without looking back. Around me the early evening was lit only by scattered small fires, some of them behind the window-spaces of what buildings
  remained standing. Grass and weeds poked through the crazed tarmac under my feet. A few metres in front of me, a random leaf of grass or scrap of paper caught fire. I threw myself forward, hitting
  the ground with a pain I wouldnt feel for minutes. I side-stepped into an adjacent probability, as one might roll on the ground, got up and ran on.


  The Improver base in this Edinburgh lies beneath where a multi-storey park had been, close to the unaltered Castle Rock. I reached the door  saw a red bead on the wall  flinched
  aside  keyed the code in the lock  dived through.


  I stood up in low fluorescent lighting, pale corridors. I suspected my pursuer would be after me. I rang the alarm. Two guards were ready for him when he slipped into our space from a
  probability where the car parks floors hadnt pancaked in the blast from Rosyth. His capture took only a moment: a hiss of gas, a thrown net, the laser pistol knocked from his
  fingers.


  The guards tied him in the net to a chair. I tried to interrogate him, before the effects of the gas wore off and he gathered his wits enough to sidestep.


  Why are you after me?


  His head jerked, his eyes rolled, his tongue lolled. Isnt it obvious? You were on a mission to undermine the GBR!


  Whats that to you? I said. To Conservers, that regime must be an abomination anyway  radical, revolutionary even  isnt that everything
  youre against?


  No, no. He struggled to focus his eyes and control his drool. Its a rare marvel. A socialist state that works, that has survived the fall of Communism, because of the
  computerized planning developed at Strathclyde from the ideas of Kantorovich and Neurath. You have no idea, do you, where that might lead? Nor do we, but we want to find out.


  Well, I said, sorry about that, old boy, very interesting no doubt, but Im fucked if my relatives will suffer in this Caledonian Cuba a second longer than they have
  to.


  He inhaled snot. Fuck you.


  I could see I wouldnt get much more out of him, so I whiled the minutes before he recovered enough to slip away by taunting him with what Id done on the train. He looked at me with
  horror and loathing.


  You introduced Darwin to that world?


  Who? I said. Wallaces theory of natural selection  thats what I outlined.


  He thrashed in the net. Whoever. You know what you may have done, if that young woman should be the one who convinces that world that evolution happened? Some day, perhaps many years
  hence, in some backwater of an Eastern empire, a young man  an Orthodox seminarian in Georgia, perhaps  will read her work, lose his faith, and go on to lead a bloody revolution
   


   which will happen anyway, in one or other of these shit-holes, I said. Were working on that problem.


  I wish you luck, he said drily. He was coming to, now, almost ready to vanish before our eyes.


  And what about this world? I demanded. This post-atomic horror? Would you have us leave it too?


  Yes, he said. To see what comes of it. Let it be.


  And he went. The net slumped to the chair. I looked at the guards, shrugged.


  Cest la vie, one of them said. Come on, you need a coffee. And some bandages.


  I followed them to the first-aid station, then to the canteen. As I sipped hot black coffee, I found myself gazing idly at the rooms walls, which were papered with old newspaper and
  magazine pages, saved from ruins. A particularly striking front page of the Daily Mirror, from May 1968, showed four longhaired young people in white T-shirts with a big black cross, which
  in a colour picture would have been red. The caption identified the youths as Andreas Baader, Ulrike Meinhof, Bernadette Devlin and Danny Cohn-Bendit. They stood on a platform in front of a huge
  crowd, the wind blowing in their hair, AK-47s in their uplifted hands, and behind them the skyline of Istanbul. The city in whose streets they would, a few hours later, fall to a hail of
  machine-gun bullets  along with a shocking proportion of the youthful crowd.


  What good could come, I thought, of probability as crazy as this? One in which Pope Paul VI had responded to the Israeli victory in the Six-Day War of 1967 by claiming Palestine again for the
  Church, and urged the youth of Europe on a crusade to win it back? A crusade that had ended with an assault on Istanbul, a city too stubborn to let the human tide through? And where the massacre
  had sparked an international incident that had escalated to an all-out thermonuclear exchange?


  While worlds like that  and worse  exist, I remain an Improver.


  I caught up with Mary Ann Dykes a few weeks later, on another of my jaunts to the Republic. Id made my dead-letter drops for the dissidents, I had a spare few hours, and
  I sought her out. I found her working in a womens refugee centre, giving, as she put it, something back for the help shed been given. Her hair was trimmed, her skirt short, her cheeks
  pink, her habits unladylike. I spoke to her outside, as she took a cigarette break on the street. Shed applied for a place at Glasgow, to study zoology.


  I can take you back, I told her. Back to your own world, where the knowledge youve picked up can make you famous, and rich.


  She sucked hard on her cigarette and looked at me as if I were crazy. She waved a hand at the street, all ruts and litter and Party posters flapping in the breeze and GBs face and
  Straws surveillance cameras everywhere.


  Why? she demanded. I like it here.


  Theres pleasing some people, thats the trouble.


  
    
  


  The Wandering Christian


  Eugene Byrne & Kim Newman


  Im dying, said the madman next to him.


  So, Absalom grunted, feeling the arrowhead shift against his ribs, theres a lot of that about.


  No, said the madman, eyes like candle flames, Im really dying.


  Absalom coughed, bringing up blood. The arrow had dimpled one of his lungs, and he was slowly drowning, he supposed, his blood filling up his lungs. He knew more about doctoring than the
  barber-surgeons who occasionally came round to see what they could do for the wounded. As a soldier, he was more than familiar with the many ways a man could die.


  He tried to remember whether he had seen the madman before, up on the walls of Rome, maybe defending one of the gates. Now, he was bearded and scrawny, his hands pressed on the yellow rag he
  held to his liver, trying to keep his insides in. His armour and weapons were long gone, passed on to a healthier defender.


  Its the end of time, he said. What date is it?


  The second day of Tammuz.


  No, the madman coughed, the year? Ive forgotten.


  Absalom knew his One True Testament. Its 4759, he said. 4759 years since the creation of the world. Its not the end of time at all. The Messiah has not
  come.


  The madman grimaced, painfully. Absalom realized he really was mad. Twenty-two years of soldiering, and he would die a forgotten hero with only a lunatic for company.


  Even if Rome falls, it will not be the end of time. The Chosen People will endure.


  The madman began to choke, and Absalom thought he was about to pass away, but his coughs changed, turned to bitter laughter. He was beyond pain, beyond everything.


  The Chosen People, he said, the Chosen People . . .


  Outside the walls, the Persians were gathered, half-heartedly building their earthen ramps to the edge of the city, barely bothering to launch attacks with their huge wooden siege-towers any
  more. They were catapulting rocks and corpses into the city, and firing rains of arrows, but mainly they waited for starvation and disease to do their job for them. At first, Shah Yzdkrt, known as
  Yzdkrt the Flayer, had decreed that all Gentiles would be allowed to pass unharmed through the besieging ranks and, after paying a small tribute, be allowed on their way. But the rumour was that
  those citizens foolhardy enough to believe him had been meekly led to a glade on the Tevere and slaughtered, their bodies dumped into the river in an attempt to poison the citys water
  supply. Two months ago, rabbi Judah, a good and humble merchant well known for his charitable works, was sent out to parley with the Persians, taking with him gifts for Yzdkrt and a message of
  peace from the Emperor. Yzdkrt had him slowly stripped of his skin, and his hide was stretched out on the ground before the main gate as a reminder to the besieged Romans of the fate the Shah had
  set aside for them all.


  Governor David Cohen was ruthlessly enforcing siege regulations on the populace, military and civilian. Soldiers were on half-rations, all others on quarter-rations. Absalom heard that anyone
  who used water for washing was being put to death. Certainly, no one had offered to clean his wounds, with the result that even if he didnt drown hed be eaten up by the mange
  spreading from the cuts on his body. The wounded were being stacked up in the catacombs, out of sight, but it was impossible to silence their screams. When he had been on patrol up above, everyone
  had been spooked by the groans coming from under the earth. Now he was with the groaners, and he thought he had a foretaste of Hell. There were a few lamps, but it was mainly gloomy, and some straw
  had been spread to lie on, but it was filthy with blood and shit. Latrines had been dug, but most of the wounded were unable to get to them without help, and there was no one to help. The tunnels
  were trickling with sewage.


  A few of the more zealous or compassionate rabbis left their other trades or duties and ventured into the catacombs to comfort the dying. Absalom could always hear the low mumble of the kaddish
  under the screaming.


  Rumours were the only entertainment the dying had. Absalom received the rumours from Isaac bar-Samuel to his left and passed them on to the madman as they came his way. It was rumoured that
  Governor Cohen was expecting an army of relief directly from the North, led by the Emperor in person; that the plague raging in the city had spread to the Persians, and that Yzdkrt himself had
  succumbed; that the men of Rome, no matter how young or old, were used up, and that the women were being impressed to bear arms against the Zoroastrian unbeliever. The madman took it all lightly,
  laughing as the yellow stain spread up his side.


  The rats would have been a problem, only Governor Cohen had organized gangs of children to hunt them for food. The shochets were setting aside the dictates of kashrut and learning to make do
  with rodent meat. In the catacombs, where any animal that got within reach of a man deserved the swift death it inevitably got, even the niceties of butchering were being ignored. Raw ratmeat was
  tough, but chewing something helped lessen the pain.


  A new rumour came down from Isaac. Above, it was noontime, but the sky was dark. The sun had been blotted out, and a peculiar sign was visible in the sky, an upright cross, like the skeleton of
  a kite, stood out in fire against the black. The rabbis and scholars were arguing its significance, and no one could tell whether the sign was meant for the Chosen People inside the walls or the
  infidel beyond.


  Absalom told the madman, and, for the first time, got a reaction out of him.


  It has come. It is time. One thousand years.


  Whats the babbling idiot talking about? Isaac asked.


  Absalom shrugged, feeling a stabbing under his arm as his broken bones shifted.


  I dont know. Hes mad.


  There was a lot of that about too.


  No, the madman said, listen . . .


  It was quieter than usual. The dying were calming down.


  A rabbi scuttled around the corner, bent over by the low roof. He was hardly more than a boy, his beard still thin and wispy. His robes were full of tears, each rip a ritual sign of grief for a
  dying man he had attended. All the rabbis in the city were looking like beggars these days.


  Hear me, the madman said, hear my confession . . .


  What, what, said the rabbi, confession, whats this, whats this?


  Is it true about the sky? Absalom asked.


  Yes, said the rabbi, a rain of blood has fallen, and a lamb with a glowing heart has been seen in the clouds. Most significant.


  Of course, of course, said the madman. He has returned. It was prophesied.


  I dont know what youre talking about, said the rabbi, I know all the prophecies by heart, and this is without precedent.


  Hear me out.


  There was something about the man that persuaded the rabbi. Absalom was interested too, and Isaac. A few of the others, dim shapes in the dark, pulled themselves nearer. The madman seemed to
  glow. His pain was forgotten, and he let the rag fall away from his festering wound. It was a bad one. Absalom could see into the mans entrails, and could tell they were not healthy. It must
  have been a sword stroke at one of the gate skirmishes that had done for him. But the madman did not feel the hurt any more. He sat up, and, as he spoke, his eyes glowed brighter . . .


  * * *


  My name is Joseph. I was born in Judaea a thousand years ago. No, Im not mad. Well, maybe I am. A thousand years, a thousand deaths, would send anyone mad. Whatever,
  Im a thousand years old.


  When I was born, Judaea was ruled by the old Roman Empire. Romans were accustomed to being welcomed, or at least tolerated, as wise and beneficent rulers throughout their imperial domain. But
  they could never persuade the Judaeans to accept their rule and there was always a revolt going against them. The biggest of these, led by Judas of Galilee, was against a poll tax the Romans
  imposed. It was suppressed with efficient brutality. But the Romans never broke the spirit of the Jewish people, the Chosen People . . .


  In a shithole called Nazareth, there grew up a humble carpenter. We were born in the same year, so were the same age. He was Yeshua bar-Joseph; called, in the Romanized form, Jesus, son
  of Joseph. About the age of thirty, He decided to quit His trade and become a travelling preacher. He pulled in the crowds wherever He went. He also gathered a small band of dedicated followers,
  hangers-on who believed all He said and talked Him up with the rabble, and bully boys who kept Him out of trouble with the priests and the occupation goons. As Yeshuas reputation spread, so
  did the stories about Him, stories of miracles that He performed  walking on water, raising the dead, curing the sick, the crippled, the blind, the leprous . . . Back then, the cure for
  anything was a miracle. He could also turn water into wine, which made him very, very popular.


  His disciples decided that Yeshua was the promised one, the Redeemer, the Messiah of the Jews. Others said He was the son of God. Yeshua the Nazarene, son of Joseph became known as Yeshua the
  Anointed One. In later years He would be called by the Greek word meaning the anointed one, Christos.


  As I said, this was a bad time for Judaea politically; the Messiah, if Yeshua was He  something He never denied  was expected to rescue the country from the Romans.


  He also annoyed the priests by saying the Law was only a starting point for moral improvement. His love of ordinary people no matter how much they had sinned and no matter how vile their status,
  annoyed the clergy even more. The ordinary people, understandably, loved Him. He mixed with harlots and tax-collectors and Samaritans. The scum of the earth. If you want to get a sect together,
  thats a good way to start. People whove been pissed on all their lives love being told theyre something special. Rich people already know theyre special.


  It wasnt long before everyone in power wanted Yeshua dead. The Romans thought He might be a dangerous revolutionary. The Pharisees disagreed with His preaching. The Sadducees, who were
  rich and who wanted to placate the Romans and not disturb the status quo, regarded Him as a distasteful upstart with some funny ideas about people being resurrected after death. The Zealots, real
  diehards who wanted to remove the Romans by force, wanted to use Him as a figurehead for a revolt, even though He had renounced the use of violence. His ideas were peace, love, justice and prayer
  and He preached that the kingdom of God was coming, though He never said when it would arrive. If you want to know what happens to people who preach peace, love and justice, go ask Rabbi Judah.


  After three years preaching on the road, Yeshua visited Jerusalem for the first time. Although He was just a hick from up-country Galilee coming to the political and religious centre of Judaea
  for the first time, He got a spectacular welcome. The mob turned out to see Him arrive. He came riding in on a donkey as if to say look, Im no better than any of the rest of
  you. And everyone was expecting Him to do great things. They threw palms to the ground in front of Him and lined the streets, asking him to do magic tricks. A cousin of mine, Jacob the wine
  merchant, turned up with a cartload of waterbags, and tried to get Him to turn them into wine, and he got beaten up by Peter bar-Jonah, who was Yeshuas strongarm man. That was one of the
  first things that put me off this so-called Anointed One.


  His entry into Jerusalem raised everyones expectations. And whats more, He had walked into the arms of the Romans and the priests. They would have no trouble getting their hands on
  Him now.


  Everyone waited a few days to see what would happen. In the end, the priests decided to remove Him. One of Yeshuas close friends, Judas, was a Zealot. He wanted Yeshua to raise the people
  against the Romans, but when it became clear Yeshua would do no such thing, Judas tried to force His hand. He thought that if he led the priests to Yeshua, his friend would be forced to run from
  them and led the revolt, or that the people would be so outraged by the sight of Yeshua being put on trial for sedition or blasphemy that they would spontaneously rise up. Judas went to the priests
  and told them he could set Yeshua up for a nice quiet arrest. The priests agreed, and Judas led an armed posse of temple guards to Yeshua. But Yeshua, instead of making a hasty escape, went along
  meekly. Judas started to realize hed made a big mistake, and emptied a few wineskins in misery.


  The next day, Yeshua was taken before the Council of the Sanhedrin, who drew up a series of charges against Him. They wanted Yeshua safely dead, but they couldnt condemn Him to death
  themselves. They had to make a case that would convince the Romans to execute Him.


  The priests, you understand, were not all evil men. Many of them were worried that the Nazarene would lead the whole of Judaea into confrontation with the Romans. This provincial troublemaker
  might have plunged the whole country into war, and that would have been bad for business for everybody. The high-priest, Caiaphas, told the other council members it was their duty to condemn this
  one man in order that the rest of the nation should not suffer.


  Many members of the council wanted to hang a blasphemy charge on Yeshua, but Caiaphas persuaded them to ignore that, and use the charge that would frighten the Roman authorities most. So they
  alleged unfairly that He had been inciting revolt against Roman rule. A few days before, Yeshua had thrown a fit in the Temple, and kicked some money-changers out of the Court of the Gentiles, so
  the small business lobby was against Him. A couple of money-changers were prepared to allege that He was shouting death to Caesar as he roughed them up.


  So the Sanhedrin handed Yeshua over to the Romans.


  The procurator of Judaea at this time was Pontius Pilate. He was an arrogant, insensitive blockhead. He enjoyed antagonizing the Jews, not that that was difficult. I dont even think he
  always did it deliberately. He was just too stupid to understand all our little sensitivities.


  So here he was, confronted with this guy the priests and a lot of the mob wanted put to death. Nobody in the crowd seemed to be a friend of the Nazarene any more. Perhaps everyone was
  disappointed He hadnt challenged the Romans after all.


  Pilate was a Roman; he respected due process of law. And the Nazarene had committed no crime he could see. But he was in a difficult position; much as he enjoyed lording it over his subjects, he
  didnt want to start a riot, and the mob wanted Yeshua dead. So youd think he would have no problem just killing the Nazarene quickly, and getting back to the baths or eating grapes or
  whatever it is that Roman governors did all day. Maybe he was just suspicious and didnt want to do anything until he fully understood what was going on. That would have been a problem,
  because no one understood what was going on.


  Then Pilates wife interfered. She was Claudia Procula, a granddaughter of the Emperor Augustus, which gives you some idea of how well-connected the procurator was back in Rome. Just as he
  was sitting in judgment on Yeshua, he got a message from Claudia, claiming that she had just had the worst nightmare ever, and all on account of the Nazarene. In the dream, she foresaw all kinds of
  terrible things if her husband executed the man. So now Pilate was having real trouble making his mind up, which for him was pretty unusual.


  What concluded the argument for Pilate was politics back home. This was the time of the Emperor Tiberius. Tiberius was cracked. He had retired to the island of Capri, surrounding himself with
  astrologers and quacks. And, if you believe the gossips, a small army of young people to cater to his increasingly bizarre sexual tastes. For a while, the Empire was effectively run by his guard
  commander, Sejanus, who, given a free hand, set about clearing the way for himself to succeed Tiberius. Every potential rival, including members of the imperial family, was murdered or executed on
  trumped-up charges. Sejanus plan worked well enough until the Emperors sister-in-law managed to get to Capri and tell Tiberius what his Praetorian favourite was really getting up to.
  So Sejanus was toppled, and there was the usual bloodbath in which all his associates, including his children, were slaughtered. Pontius Pilate, a self-seeking dick-head, had been a supporter of
  Sejanus. Now, a year or two after the fall of Sejanus, Pilates loyalty to Caesar is questionable as far as Caesar is concerned.


  Caiaphas knew this, and he whispered to Pilate that Yeshua was setting Himself up as King of Judaea. He added that Pilate could be no friend of Caesars if he did not execute the Nazarene.
  The last thing Pilate needed was a letter from Rome telling him to come home with his will written out in triplicate. He gave his permission for the Nazarene to be put to death. As was the usual
  practice, Yeshua was taken out and executed at once.


  I know, my friends, that we live in a barbaric age in which the days of the great Roman Empire are sometimes looked on fondly, but the way they killed Christos was atrocious. Believe me,
  Absalom, an arrow in the lungs is a luxurious hot bath next to crucifixion.


  That was what the Romans did to Him. It was reserved for those they despised the most. Its the worst possible way Ive ever come across for a man to die. No Roman noble or citizen
  could be crucified because it was considered a form of death unfair for free men. It was for slaves, thieves, bandits and  of course  for those who rebelled against Rome.


  It all started with a thrashing. The soldiers trussed you up and flogged you. They used a long whip with pieces of bone or metal studded in the end. The thong wrapped itself right around the
  body, tearing off flesh as it went. After three times thirteen lashes  sometimes more  there was more skin hanging off your back and chest than was left hanging on.


  Having softened you up like this, they made you lift a heavy wooden beam and stagger off to the place of execution. In Jerusalem at this time, it was a small hill outside the city walls called
  Golgotha, the Place of Skulls.


  Here there was a vertical wooden post six or seven feet high. When you got there, you were invited to drop the beam youd been carrying. Then the soldiers knocked you over and lay the back
  of your neck in the middle of the beam. Then they stretched out one of your arms along the beam. A couple of the men held the arm down while another one took one of those big, long four-sided nails
  and hammered it through your wrist into the wood below.


  Having nails through the wrist is extremely painful. Believe me, I know.


  After theyd done this with the other arm, the whole execution squad lent a hand to lift up the crossbeam with you hanging from it, yelling your lungs out in agony, or maybe just biting
  your tongue, determined not to give those filthy bastards any pleasure by letting on you were suffering.


  But then you found it very difficult not to yell out when they actually lifted you off the ground.


  There was a hole in the middle of the beam roughly under your head. This they slotted into the vertical piece already wedged in the ground.


  Now they bent your knees upward until the sole of one foot was pressed flat against the vertical piece. Well fuck my old sandals if they didnt then produce another one of those big
  nails.


  A nail through the foot is more  much more  painful than a nail through the wrist. They hammered it through one foot, and when the point came through the sole of that foot, they
  hammered it through the other foot and into the wood.


  Then they would leave you alone. Some would watch, maybe they would take bets with one another on how long youd live. After a while, it got boring, and theyd post a guard and go
  off to get drunk or screw a hog or whatever it was that legionaries did in their time off.


  About now, youd wish that you were back in the barracks being flogged. If, by any strange mischance, you had not gone out of your mind, you might have time to wish they had flogged you
  harder because the flogging weakened you. And the weaker you were, the sooner you died. And death was the only thing you desired. Death was the only thing left.


  You didnt bleed much, but the pain was indescribable. The weight of your body hanging from your wrists pulled your chest upwards as though youd taken the biggest, deepest breath
  ever. But you couldnt breathe out. To breathe out, youd have to push upwards with your legs. Pushing up with your legs was indescribably painful because of that bloody nail running
  through your feet.


  At the same time, there was even more pain coming from cramps in your hands, along your arms and shoulders and chest.


  You were in all this pain, and you could hardly breathe. If you were really lucky, youd bleed, or more likely suffocate, to death in perhaps five hours. If you werent lucky, it
  could take days.


  And those clever, cunning, oh-so-bloody civilized Romans could vary it. They could hammer a piece of wood into the vertical piece, like a little seat under your arse. That meant it was slightly
  easier to breathe because you didnt have to push on your legs so much, so you hung there for longer. Or they could tie your arms to the cross-piece as well as nailing them there. That had
  the same effect. Maybe the sons of bitches used both methods. Ive seen poor bastards spend nearly a week dying that way. If the Romans liked you  or your relatives bribed them 
  they could break your legs. That way, you couldnt push yourself up to breathe even if you wanted to, so you suffocated fairly quickly.


  So dont talk to me about the old Roman civilization. I know they had central heating and straight roads and the greatest army the world has ever known, but at the back of all that they
  were the biggest shits in creation. Look, if some barbarian king back in the Dark Ages wanted you dead, what did he do? Cut off your head, or bludgeon your brains out, or drown you, or throw you
  off a high rock. All pretty quick. The Romans, being three times as clever and ten times as organized as any barbarian were a hundred times more savage in their methods of murdering people.


  And thats what they did to Yeshua Christos.


  Pilate, being Pilate, got his revenge on the priests for blackmailing him. Whenever someone was crucified, the law said that you had to have a plaque on the top saying what crime the victim was
  condemned for. Pilate ordered that the inscription read Yeshua of Nazareth, King of the Jews, and had it written in Latin, Greek and Hebrew to make sure everyone got the message. This
  was hung around Yeshuas neck when He was on his way to the execution and then it was nailed to the top of the cross.


  So how do I know all these things? Well, first, I was there when He was crucified. Secondly, Ive been crucified myself. Lots of times. They say you have no memory for pain. Thats
  crap. I shiver every time I pass a carpenters shop or hear someone hammering. And Im immortal. Or I was until today.


  A thousand years ago, my name was Cartaphilus. I was a good, law-biding, unimaginative orthodox Jew. And I worked as doorkeeper to Pontius Pilate. He needed doorkeepers because most people who
  came to visit a Roman governor were either too important to touch a door themselves or too busy crawling and begging to bother with one. The first time I met Yeshua of Nazareth was as he was being
  led out to be executed. He had just been scourged. The soldiers had put this crown of thorns on Him. They wanted to have their part in annoying the priests as well and were playing up to
  Pilates crack about Yeshua being King of the Jews. Yeshua was being led out, struggling under the weight of the cross-piece of the crucifixion-frame.


  Now at that time most of what I knew about Him was rumour  that and what my cousin Jacob the wine-merchant said when he dropped in to have his head bandaged. Some people were claiming
  Yeshua was the Messiah, the king of the Jews. But the high priest Caiaphas had wanted Him condemned to death. Being a good Jew, I figured that anything Caiaphas said must be kosher. If the high
  priest wanted the Nazarene killed, then he had his good, religious, reasons. So, what can I say? I was an idiot.


  The Nazarene was trying to get through the door. I spat on Him. He fell down under the weight of the wooden beam. I put my foot on His back, where He had been whipped and the flesh was hanging
  off him. I pushed with my foot and told Him to get up and get a move on.


  Someone had told me He sacrificed and ate small children. And, back then, I was callous.


  He cried out. Then He got up, picked up the beam with some effort and he looked at me. He said, I am going quickly to my death. But you will wait a long time for death. You will be
  waiting until I return.


  I didnt know what to make of this. I didnt think much about it. A couple of soldiers hit Him with the flats of their swords and off He went to Golgotha.


  His words didnt sink in at first, then a strange panic overtook me. I realized Hed put some kind of curse on me. Even if He was a blasphemer, He was still some kind of holy man. I
  was very troubled. An hour and a half after He had spoken to me, I quit my doorkeepers job forever.


  I ran to Golgotha. He was nailed to his cross in between two Zealots. He was still alive, but quiet, not struggling and groaning as much as the other two. There werent many other people
  around, just some ghouls. His disciples had all deserted him. Whether Yeshua was the son of God or not, no man would want to be associated with Him and run the risk winding up nailed to the
  next-cross-but-one.


  There were a few women around. Friends and relatives. And the execution squad was there, playing dice for his possessions. But there was a strange thing, a Roman officer  I dont
  know if he was in charge of the execution squad  was pacing up and down, looking at the dying man and muttering to himself.


  The Centurion looked at me and beckoned me over. In those days, you did everything in your power to avoid those people. They brutalized their own soldiers enough, and they could be lethal to
  ordinary civilians, especially in a country they could barely control. I was terrified as I walked over to him. But all he did was grab me by the shoulders, look straight into my eyes and say,
  Truly, this man was the son of God. All he wanted was someone to listen.


  The son of God! Only afterwards did I realize what a queer thing this was for a Roman to be saying. Romans believed in lots of gods. The only people around who believed in one god were we Jews.
  Maybe the Centurion was Jewish. I dont know.


  The son of God!


  If the Centurion was right, then I was condemned forever. I lost my reason. I walked to the foot of the cross and begged the Nazarene to forgive me. But it was too late. He was in too much pain
  to take any notice.


  Then I went over to the women, who were all crying and pulling at their hair and I joined them. One of the whores had seen me kicking Him. They didnt want to know me. I cant blame
  them for that.


  I was too troubled and too ashamed to seek out the Nazarenes friends. Not that he had many at this stage. His male followers were in hiding. Even good old Peter, who was no slouch when it
  came to beating the crap out of money-changers and wine-merchants, was at this moment loudly claiming he had never heard of Yeshua and didnt like him anyway. As for Judas the Zealot, he
  hanged himself because his plan had gone wrong. I regretted that. In the next few years, he would have been company.


  I began to wander. I left my wife and my family and walked first north, towards Galilee. I dont know why. An evil spirit within me told me that I must wander the face of the world until
  He should return.


  The nights were always the worst. As evening drew in and the shadows lengthened, my own shadow would become that of Yeshua struggling under the weight of that wooden beam.


  Years later, I heard what happened. The Romans liked to leave corpses hanging to rot as an example to any other would-be offenders. But the Jewish law would not permit bodies to be exposed in
  this way on the Sabbath, and the day after Yeshuas execution was the Sabbath. Joseph, a man from a place called Arimathea, a rich and influential Jew who was friendly both with
  Yeshuas family and with Pilate, approached the governor. After the Romans had checked that Yeshua was dead, Joseph got permission to take the body down and he buried It in the tomb he had
  bought for himself.


  A few days later, Yeshua of Nazareth rose from the dead. He visited his frightened followers who took strength from seeing Him again. Some time after that He ascended to Heaven to take his place
  at the right hand of the Lord.


  Dont be so shocked, rabbi. Just because it isnt in your One True Testament doesnt mean it didnt happen.


  Yeshuas followers now dispersed throughout the Empire and beyond, spreading the story of how He had come to save man from his sins. Some of them began their work right there in Jerusalem,
  but they were driven out by the authorities. One of them, a man named Stephen, was stoned to death for blasphemy.


  At first, followers of Christos and those they baptized into their faith seemed to be forming a new sect of Judaism, but soon it became clear that there were important differences. One of the
  others, Philip, met an Ethiopian on the road from Jerusalem to Gaza. The Ethiopian was an important court official in the service of the queen of his country. He was a eunuch. As you know, a man
  who is not whole may not become a Jew. The eunuch asked Philip, Is there anything to prevent me being baptized? And Philip answered, Nothing.


  From now on, said the Christians, there would be no distinction between Jews and Gentiles, slaves and freedmen, men and women. The Ethiopian returned to Nubia and told his fellow citizens the
  good news.


  The number of Christians multiplied rapidly. The faith was taken by the missionaries into Africa and Syria, to Mesopotamia and even as far as India. Syria, with its great cities of Antioch,
  Damascus and Edessa, became a great centre of the Christian religion.


  Dont be ashamed that youve not heard of Christianity. It was a long time ago.


  What of me?


  My travels took me to Rome where I found a thriving community of believers in the Christian sect. I joined them, and learned more of Yeshuas teachings. I was baptized into their faith,
  meaning they dunked me in water in a ceremony similar to that of immersion in the mikveh. I changed my name to Joseph in honour of Joseph of Arimathea.


  By now, I was almost a hundred years old, though I looked no older than the day on which I had abused our Saviour. My new faith brought me peace of a sort, for Yeshua Christos taught that the
  most loathsome of sins would be forgiven by the Lord His Father. I had spat on Him and kicked Him, and while I dared not admit this to my comrades I could hope that when He returned I would be
  forgiven. In those days we all believed His return was imminent. This is what we told one another, and it is what we preached to any who were willing to listen, and many who did not wish to hear.
  We were a nuisance to some, offensive to others. Some of our number, including Peter the thug, were executed by the authorities. My cousin Jacob the wine-merchant, whose fault all this was,
  prospered and lived to be one hundred and fifteen, at which age he was still fathering children.


  We were unsure of our relationship with the orthodox Jews. Most of us considered ourselves a Jewish sect. Others, generally the hotheads, thought we should be completely separate. There were
  many Jews in Rome and we debated with them whether or not Yeshua had been the Messiah. We believed so, but they did not. On many occasions we fought openly in the streets. We gradually came to
  realize there was no reconciliation between us.


  There was a great fire that wrecked the city centre. The Emperor Neros new palace was badly damaged. Nero was spendthrift and unpredictable and unpopular, and the rumour went about the
  market that he had started the fire deliberately. Another story had it that he had done nothing to quench the fires, and had played a lyre and recited his poems as the city burned, for he
  considered himself a great artist. Having been burned alive and having heard Nero recite in public, I can honestly say I preferred the former experience.


  Nero, probably at the suggestion of one of his toadies, wanted to blame the fire on the Jews. The Jews were unpopular in Rome for while their religion was tolerated, they did not worship the
  Roman Gods. Neros wife Poppaea discouraged him from persecuting the Jews. She was not Jewish herself, but was sympathetic to them. She said that Nero should instead blame the Christians.
  Nero readily agreed. We were to be used in the manner of a scapegoat.


  Nero, by the way, also ordered the death of the aged Pontius Pilate. I dont know why. Pilate was in Gaul at that time, and the story goes that he was staked out, cut open in a few places
  and eaten alive by worms. Perhaps this was just wishful thinking on our part.


  Nero ordered his brutish Praetorian prefect Tigellinus to do his dirty work. The soldiers came for us and, after trials of sorts in which they seemed more interested in our hatred of
  humanity than our alleged arson, we were despatched in all manner of ways. Not by crucifixion, but by the sword, or by being sewn into the skins of wild animals and being attacked and eaten
  by dogs in the circus. That was a good one  it hurt like a bastard. At first, our persecution was popular. People disliked us for our disdain for their gods, and for preaching our own faith
  so aggressively. Then Neros excesses turned many to pity, while others were inspired by the way in which we died for our faith. This happened particularly after Nero ordered that Christians
  be tied to crosses that were set in tubs of oil. This was at night and we were then set ablaze and used like oversized torches to light an avenue through the Emperors gardens, along which
  His Talentless Majesty proceeded in his chariot.


  I was one of those Christians.


  Ive said much about suffering already, so I shall spare you a detailed description of what it is to be set in oil and pitch and burned alive. In spite of all the pain and the terror which
  I and my brothers and sisters experienced, I am proud to say that we all went to our deaths without show of fear and with great joy, for would we not soon be reunited with our Saviour?


  But imagine my surprise when, after experiencing considerable physical agony and apparently dying, I woke up the next day as though nothing had happened. In Judaea.


  Thats a bloody long way from Rome.


  Now I began to fully understand the meaning of Yeshuas curse upon me. To atone for my great sin I would have to wander the world of men until His return. This was the first occasion on
  which I had died and now I found I had not been granted the release of death but had remained among men. My soul was chained to the earth in the same body and my martyrdom in the Emperors
  gardens had not taken.


  Whenever I died subsequently, I would not know what happened to my corpse, but I always awoke in the same body  or a similar one  in some new and frequently distant land.


  Waking from the dead this first time in Judaea, I soon discovered what my purpose was to be.


  I entered Jerusalem and, without bothering to seek out others among the Christian community, I begged food and drink and preached the good news of Christos in public. Within three days the
  Sanhedrin had me stoned to death as a blasphemer. Again, I did not truly die. I woke up in a different place, Corinth. Again I preached the message of Christos and again, though it took me a few
  years this time, I was martyred.


  At around the same time as the last great Jewish rebellion against Rome, which as you know resulted in the destruction of the Temple and the sack of Jerusalem, I became a professional martyr. At
  the same time as the Romans were causing the Jews to disperse throughout the world, I, too, travelled, seeking out death. The Voice of the Lord told me that in this way I was doing penance for my
  sin, that the example shown to others by martyrs would win people over to our Church.


  For almost three hundred years after the death of Yeshua, a great many of his followers died martyrs deaths. Martyrdom was an idea we borrowed from the Jews and turned into a fine art, my
  friends. Martyrdom, we told ourselves, was a second baptism and a highway to heaven, which indeed it was  for everyone except me. Every time a crowd lynched me, or a magistrate ordered me be
  burned, beheaded or savaged by animals, I awoke in a new place and sought out the Christian community and joined it, or simply preached the gospels in the nearest town square.


  The persecutions were more intense at some times than at others. When they did occur, they were for a number of reasons.


  In the early days, for instance, we would always hold our meetings before dawn. This went against the spirit of the Twelve Tables, which were at the centre of Roman law and which forbade nightly
  meetings. So the Romans got suspicious of us, thinking we were conspiring, or committing shameful acts. We would sing or chant, exchange oaths not to commit crimes and we would have a meal in
  common. This led us to be suspected of magic.


  They despised us, too, for the simplicity of our faith. Sophisticated patricians looked down on us because we avoided demonstrative argument, preferring to talk about Yeshuas miracles and
  re-tell parables they thought were childish. They called us Galileans and mocked our faith as a religion for slaves.


  Before too long, they also came to despise many of us for the way in which we sought out martyrdom. The Emperor Marcus Aurelius, a snobbish old dilettante who fancied himself as a philosopher,
  said he hated the vulgar and undignified way in which we went to our deaths. Tell me, what were we supposed to do? If wild dogs had chewed his balls off in the circus, Im sure he would have
  been really fucking dignified about it.


  But I think what annoyed educated pagans most was our certainty that there was only one true God. The Romans tolerated all religions, even the Jews, on the principle that each man should worship
  in the way he sees most fitting. Now we came along and preached the absolute truth in the face of their ancient deities  gods that had, after all, brought Rome great prosperity and success.
  And now we working-class upstarts came along saying everyone else was wrong and that we had a monopoly of truth.


  All manner of wild rumours circulated about us. They said we worshipped the head of an ass. They said that we met every week to sacrifice and then eat a baby. You can imagine how I felt when I
  first heard that old chestnut. I couldnt bring myself to sneer at those stupid enough to believe it. After all, I am cursed not only with longevity but with a perfect memory. Now you know
  why I wasnt too impressed yesterday when Isaac told us the rumour that old Yzdkrt out there dines on babies every Sabbath. Mind you, with him it just might be true.


  The Romans also accused us of incest, perhaps from our habit of calling one another brother and sister. They said that we worshipped the genitals of our priests. More
  damaging were the stories of sexual licence because, I regret, some of these were true.


  We were scattered throughout the Empire. Congregations developed with little contact with one another, and there was no unifying authority to establish the detail of our rites and beliefs.
  Mainly this made little difference and most Christians lived  or tried to live  good and pious lives. But there were heresies in a few places; some, for example, debated whether
  Christos had been god or man  He was obviously both  and other points of belief. The worst heresy I ever witnessed was that of the Phibionites.


  They lived in Alexandria, and I landed among them the day after Id had my head cut off in Philadelphia. The sect had been founded by a man named Nicholas of Antioch and their rites took
  the idea of heavenly love to obscene extremes. They held their wives in common and would, in a travesty of our communion ceremony, smear semen and menstrual blood on their hands offering these as
  the body and blood of our Redeemer. If any woman among them became pregnant as a result of one of their orgies, they would abort her and eat the foetus mixed with honey and
  pepper.


  It became clear to me that these were not wicked or licentious people. They had just been led tragically astray by Satan, and they sincerely believed that in offering up what they called
  the essence of man in sacrifice, they were honouring the Lord.


  I poisoned them all and prayed for the salvation of their souls. Mine too.


  What else was I to do? Had I reported them to the authorities, I would only have been handing them a great propaganda opportunity. They would simply have said, Look, this is how all
  Christians behave.


  I tried in all things to emulate the example of Yeshua, as I had heard from those who knew him and as I read in our sacred books, the Gospels. Though we needed leaders, though we had our elders
  and priests and bishops, I never sought a position of prominence in the Church because I, who had kicked our Saviour, was never worthy of it. I wanted to be the humblest member of each congregation
  I joined. At other times, I lived the life of a beggar, travelling the roads and preaching in every town I came to.


  I would sometimes go for years on end without being martyred, no matter how much I sought it. At other times, I could be killed ten times in a month. If you are tempted to say that being killed
  was no penance for me because I would always wake up again, you are mistaken. Almost every time I and my brethren were arrested we suffered torture or humiliation. Death itself was frequently
  agonising. Though I am still not worthy of Gods mercy for abusing his only-begotten son, I have suffered a great deal of physical pain.


  I have been beheaded, starved to death, flayed alive, strangled, hanged, crucified, burned, gored by bulls, bitten by dogs, clawed by leopards, crushed by bears. And thats not counting
  plague, poison, accident, lightning-bolts, murder, drowning and bad falls.


  Frequently, martyrdom was a public spectacle in the local arena, paid for by some fat local worthy to earn popularity by pandering to the blood-lusts of the mob. Carthage was the worst. Once, a
  Christian woman named Perpetua and her servant-girl Felicitas were sent into the arena to face wild animals. One was just a frail girl, barely out of childhood. The other had given birth a day or
  two before. Both were half-naked. I watched as the crowd roared its disapproval at this sickening spectacle and offered thanks to the Lord. But it turned out that all they wanted was for the women
  to be clothed more modestly. When they came back, fully covered, a few minutes later, the good people of Carthage cheered and applauded and sat back to enjoy the show, their sense of decency fully
  intact. Comrades, the greatest burden I carry is that of my sin, but the second hardest thing for me after that is to follow Yeshuas edict to love all men.


  Meanwhile, events in the Roman Empire continued their course, often affecting us. We were never great in number, but by the second century after Yeshuas death, we had a terrible
  reputation. At the beginning of the reign of Emperor Marcus Aurelius, for instance, there was a great plague. Nero, had he known it, had set a vogue, and the Christians were blamed in many places
  for this pestilence. By now, there was a popular expression, the rains fail because of the Christians.


  Marcus Aurelius was succeeded by his ridiculous, hedonistic son Commodus. He was besotted by every vice imaginable and, rather than govern, gave himself up to pleasure. He abandoned his
  fathers war with the German tribes, which endangered the security of the borders. He began to believe he was Hercules and became fond of wrestling. When people could take no more of this
  behaviour, they had him strangled in his sleep by Narcissus, who was a real wrestler. From the point of view of the Romans, Commodus lack of interest in military matters was a disaster. It
  was scarcely any better for we Christians, for while the Romans occasionally wished us extinct, the Empire provided something approaching peace and prosperity. The alternatives were much worse, for
  now barbarians of numerous races and savage beliefs were crowding in on the frontiers.


  After Commodus, the next hundred years were like the end of the world. A succession of weak Emperors, always looking behind their backs for treachery, vied for the imperial purple. Usually they
  were second-rate soldiers. In a period of fifty years, there were twenty-one Emperors. Only two of them, my friends, died of old age. Its hard to remember the names of any of them, apart
  from Elagabalus and Valerian. Elagabalus was insane, dominated by his mother and was given to suffocating dinner-guests under rose petals. That one sounds interesting. Valerian was captured by the
  Persians and flayed alive by King Shapur who had his skin dried and salted and kept on display as a trophy. Yzdkrt outside probably regards Shapur as a hero. People from that part of the world
  always were keen on skinning people. I dont know why. Anyway, for a Roman Emperor to be captured and to suffer such a humiliating death was terrible. Nobody could feel safe any more.


  I saw none of these things; most Christians eschewed service in the army. Yet on my martyrdom-induced travels, I could tell that the framework of the Empire was rotting. If there were any
  blessing hidden in this chaos it was that our Church gained more converts. We were always the first to help people in distress with money and labour, and we offered people a vision of hope in a
  troubled time. People began to respect and even like us. And with the officials distracted by other troubles, we could practise our religion openly in many places.


  For all practical purposes, the Empire collapsed. But people clung on to the idea of Empire. Many, many, places that I visited at this time were untouched by war and prospered. Others were less
  lucky. Even the fortunate regions did not know when the army of one imperial contender or another would march through like a locust swarm and just requisition what it wanted. Much worse, in the
  frontier regions, there was the ever-present fear that barbarians, who were jealous of Roman prosperity and eager for human and material plunder, would sweep across the river or the ramparts,
  killing, burning, and raping everything in their path. I saw it happen often enough. I tell you, you havent known real discomfort until youve been buggered by a Visigoth.


  At the end of the third century after Christos birth, the Emperor Diocletian restored some order. The government had been organized so that four men ruled together; one in the east, one
  in the west and their two named successors. Diocletian, Emperor of the East, happened to be the strongest among his own tetrarchy. Need I add that Diocletian was an enthusiastic persecutor of
  Christians? His persecution had two causes. First, there was an occasion on which the entrails of sacrificial animals looked particularly unpromising and the pagan priests, reaching for the usual
  excuse, blamed the Christians for it. Second, he consulted the oracle of Apollo at Didyma, who told him that his ability to give advice was being hampered by the Christians. It got to the point
  where if a mans wife didnt want sex of an evening, she said the Christians had given her a headache. Diocletian passed an edict of persecution, ordering our churches destroyed, our
  services banned and our scriptures burned. This was in the eastern half of the Empire, and the persecution was ferocious. I got to be burned along with a pile of Gospels in the market place at
  Caesaraea. The western half of the Empire was relatively unaffected.


  Diocletians sidekick and supposed successor, the Caesar Maximin, was really keen on carrying out his masters edict in the provinces he controlled. He ordered that food on sale in
  the markets be sprinkled with libations or blood from pagan offerings. Checks on Christians were to be carried out at city gates or public baths. He put about scandalous libels about Christos.
  Guess what? Christos was supposed to eat babies! Big fucking surprise! Prostitutes were tortured into confessing that they had taken part in Christian orgies and our bishops were ordered into new
  jobs as shit-shovellers in the imperial stables. However, Maximins campaign was not a brilliant success. He had to offer tax-breaks to get city authorities to bother persecuting us. There
  were a very large number of martyrdoms, it is true, and lots of Christians paid bribes or offered sacrifices before a statue of the Emperor in order to save themselves. But most ordinary pagans
  werent too bothered about hounding us. Everyone knew by now the stories about child-sacrifice and incest and conspiracy were nonsense  well, most of them did. In many places,
  Christians had shown more compassion and charity than the rest of the community put together, especially in times of crisis. And there had been plenty of those recently. So what Diocletian and
  Maximin had hoped would be a killer blow to the Church, at least in the East, was nothing of the sort.


  We had our own problems. Ive already mentioned how disunified we were. We were now arguing among ourselves on various fine points of belief, and even the persecutions were causing bitter
  argument. Some said those who had not had the courage to face martyrdom and who had sacrificed to the Emperor to save their lives should not be readmitted to the Church. Others pointed out the
  all-encompassing love of God which welcomes all repentant sinners. It was a bad time for us.


  But now, something completely unexpected happened. Diocletian abdicated and the strong man among the tetrarchy turned out to be a man named Constantine. Some years previously, he had been at the
  head of troops in the north of Britain  a cold, miserable, wet, piss-sodden island that I dont recommend you ever visit. At the same time, I wound up there after being martyred at
  Edessa under Diocletians persecution. I had surrendered myself to the pagan soldiers, who told me to look to my safety and hide myself. They took a great deal of persuasion before they would
  imprison and kill me. In Britain, I had barely got my mouth open and the name of Yeshua out when I was thrown into a pit full of hungry wolves.


  Constantine, on the death of his father, was proclaimed tetrarch by his troops, an event I did not witness directly. The other tetrarchs, however, had fallen to fighting among themselves, while
  Constantine bided his time. For five years, he trained his army and put it about that he was descended from one of the great imperial houses. Then he did something wonderful.


  He announced his conversion to Christianity.


  It seems he had been impressed by the fortitude, not to say guts, of a Christian missionary he had seen being thrown into a pit full of wolves at York. A year later, he had seen a Christian
  preaching in Gaul who was the dead image of the first man. That was one of the few times I ever encountered someone from an earlier life in a later one and, typically, I cant remember seeing
  the future Emperor at either occasion. The wolves, in the first place, and the jeering crowd, in the second, distracted me. Still, thats the nearest Ive come to influencing the course
  of history.


  I joined Constantines army as an infantryman. After all, I had never been martyred in battle before.


  There were a few other Christians in the army. Christians had regarded it as forbidden to serve in the imperial forces, but many had done so since soldiering, like being a blacksmith or tailor
  is a trade and a man cannot be prevented from practising his trade. I knew it was my duty to lend my strength, such as it was, to a Christian commander who might become a Christian Emperor.


  Constantines army was, for the main part, a pagan force, with lots of thick provincials, particularly Germans, and almost no real Romans. The soldiers worshipped German tribal deities,
  the orthodox Roman gods, or were followers of Mithras. None were upset by Constantines conversion. The Romans regarded a mans religion as his own business, and it was almost
  traditional for an Emperor or would-be Emperor to favour a particular cult. So nobody was uncomfortable with the idea of a Christian leader and my comrades-in-arms and I got along well enough once
  they had beaten me up and twisted my arm until I promised to stop trying to convert them.


  Constantine bided his time until at last he broke with the tetrarchy and marched across the Alps to invade Italy. His aim was to overthrow the tetrarch Maxentius, whose base was at Rome.


  While Constantine was a Christian, many of his officers consulted soothsayers and astrologers. Not one of them said that the omens for Constantines success were good. Some predicted
  outright disaster. There was a Jew, Benjamin, in our platoon, and he went around for days shaking his head and waving his hands whenever anyone asked him how he expected us to do in the war.


  We marched into Italy, fought a series of skirmishes and small battles and on each occasion we thrashed that bastard Maxentius. With the remains of his army, Maxentius retreated to Rome and
  barricaded himself in the city to pass his days and nights furiously sacrificing to his pagan gods and casting spells against Constantine.


  Now we reached the outskirts of Rome, expecting that we would have to settle down to a long siege. As you know, this isnt an easy city to take by force and it was no different back then,
  seven hundred years ago.


  But on the day we arrived there was a strange sign in the noonday sun. Not all the soldiers could see it, but many did. It was the sign of the cross, symbol of the love of Christos, set into the
  middle of the suns orb.


  Does that sound familiar?


  Beneath it there appeared a legend in Latin writing. I explained to those of my fellow-soldiers around me  they could not read  that it said, by this sign,
  conquer.


  A message from God! Or so we thought.


  Everyone who saw the sign understood it to mean that Christianity was about to win us the war. In camp that night, we talked of nothing else, and the other soldiers were at last interested in
  hearing what I had to tell them about Christos. Benjamin converted on the spot since, as a Jew, he had a head start on Yeshuas teachings, which extended the One True Testament.


  Constantine, who had also seen everything, now gave orders that a special banner be made bearing the sign of the cross to be carried at the head of the army. He further ordered that we soldiers
  paint the sign of the cross on our shields, for had it not said in the sky that we would conquer by that sign? This was an order I complied with joyfully, though many of the other soldiers grumbled
  because they had already painted the images or symbols of their pagan gods, or the thunderbolts of Zeus, on their shields.


  The following day dawned and, before Constantine could set about investing the city properly, Maxentius emerged from the gates to offer us pitched battle.


  This looked really promising, because there were 40,000 trained fighting men in our army, while Maxentius could barely muster half that number, and many of them were reluctant conscripts. Even
  without the sign of the cross in the sky we would have been confident of winning.


  The two armies faced one another on a plain to the north of the city crossed by the Tevere. We grunts guessed that Constantines strategy would be to overwhelm the enemys flanks,
  try to surround him, then squeeze Maxentius like an orange in his fist. We were looking forward to the squeezing.


  This is indeed how the battle began, with cavalry and infantry at either side advancing first. But then the enemys heavy cataphract cavalry came charging at our centre, which is where I
  was posted. This should not have panicked us; we should have set our spears in the ground and presented the enemy with a bristling wall of sharp steel. But something went wrong. In a moment in
  which the course of history can be made by the irrational behaviour of a few people, somebody panicked and ran. That started everybody off.


  Benjamin got about ten yards before some horseman got his lance through him.


  Constantine, mounted on his horse behind us, with a man bearing the banner of the cross next to him, tried to rally the troops, but now a rout set in. Men dropped their cross-painted shields and
  threw down their weapons to make a quicker getaway. It was madness, as even an imbecile would have known had he not been seized by blind terror. For in running away and refusing to form a wall
  against the enemy, they simply made it easier for the cavalry to come among them and cut them down like ripe corn.


  Constantine tried to close the gap in his line, calling for men to either side to move in and repel the cavalry, but it was too late. Maxentius, seizing his chance, was following up his attack
  with infantry who were now rushing across to split our army in two. Then the cataphracts reached Constantine himself and overwhelmed him and captured his banner. I heard cheering in the distance
  and saw the top of the banner above the fighting as it was carried towards Maxentius lines. I knew we were lost. Moments later, I was beheaded  I think  by a single
  sword-stroke from behind and died again. What we had thought was a sign from God had been a cruel deception by Satan.


  So, in my lives, Ive been at two sieges of Rome and, each time, Ive been with the losing side.


  The death of Constantine robbed the Empire of a strong and able ruler who could have restored it to stability and then to glory. His defeat also completely discredited our Church. Maxentius,
  believing all his sacrifices to the pagan gods had brought him success, ensured his victory, and then deliberately spared the lives of as many of Constantines soldiers as possible. This was
  his way of making sure that the story of the Christian Gods false promise to Constantine would be spread widely.


  Now the persecutions more or less stopped, but the death of Constantine had a powerful effect. The Romans, who judged a deity by its effectiveness, merely laughed at us where they had once hated
  us. While this was happening, we had become busily caught up in bitter theological arguments among ourselves.


  Maxentius was overthrown within a few years by another little general and the Empire, beset on all sides by barbarians, lapsed into painful decline. Some of the barbarians were placated with
  lands, others with positions of high office, but anyone could see that the Roman Peace had become a hollow joke. The Empire was formally split into Eastern and Western kingdoms a hundred years
  later.


  The Eastern and Western kingdoms fragmented in religion just as they did politically. Many worshipped the old Roman gods, others turned to the ancient Greek ones. The Persian religion of
  Zoroaster became popular in the Eastern kingdom and was adopted by King Justinian and Queen Eudoxia. Among the common people of the countryside there were spirits older than antiquity to be
  propitiated at set times of the year. The barbarians, meanwhile, brought in their childish, idiotic cults. In the West, rulers and soldiers remained loyal to Mithras.


  The Western kingdom collapsed completely five hundred years ago, and its place was taken by barbarian fiefdoms whose rulers constantly warred with one another while retaining varying amounts of
  old Roman customs and laws. The Eastern kingdom prospered after a fashion, and the military successes of King Justinian and then King Belisarius kept the barbarians at bay.


  I was rarely martyred for my faith now, and for over three hundred years I wandered the world, preaching the Gospels. I gained few converts. Most people thought I was a crank to be either pitied
  or kicked out of town by the nightwatchmen. I travelled as far as India, but the Indians, too, have their ancient gods and would not listen to me.


  There were still many Christian communities left in the world, but they were increasingly to be found in isolated places, among more simple, credulous people. It was a very depressing time. At
  first, people would tell jokes about Constantines defeat and how stupid and cowardly Christians were. They would say our churches were built of reeds because Mithras-worshippers didnt
  like pulling down stone buildings. Or they would ask how many Christians it takes to hammer in a nail, and answer none, because the nail usually hammers them. After a while, even the jokes stopped
  as more and more people just forgot all about the Christians. I think I preferred it when they were still telling jokes about us. Oh, heres another one  why do Christians wear big
  crosses on their tunics? No? Its to make it easier for the archers.


  I drifted towards the country that in the time of the Empire had been known as Gaul and part of which was now the kingdom of the Franks. I reverted to my old trade of doorkeeper and found
  employment at the court of King Charles, son of King Pepin the Short, just after his accession. I had not intended to stay, but I became aware that this was a place in which interesting things were
  happening.


  Charles was everything you would expect a great king to be  a brave and resourceful soldier and a great athlete. He was over six feet tall and very handsome. People always remarked on his
  keen and expressive eyes, though I never saw anything special in them myself. Charles was also, as kings at that time went, very learned. He could speak Latin and Greek, though he could not, at
  first, read or write. Thats the credit side of his account.


  He had a terrible secret, however. Early in his reign, his power went to his head in a strange way. A king can have any woman  or for that matter, any man or boy  he wants. The
  woman Charles wanted when he was a young man was his sister Iolande. I saw it myself. The worst-kept secret on earth was the fact that the Frankish king was sneaking into the chamber of his sister
  in his big, cold castle at Aachen every night.


  What do you do if you see something like that? You can keep your peace, which is what most people did. You can plot to overthrow the king for his shocking, unnatural vice. But in the court of
  King Charles of the Franks, nobody dared to do that. In any case, morals had sunk to such a low ebb that few were as shocked by this as you might imagine. The third thing is you can plot to lure
  him away from his vice. That is what a group of courtiers and soldiers, led by Duke Bohemond of Rennes resolved to do.


  There was a Jewish banker in town, Abraham of Milan, who occasionally did business with the royal treasury. His daughter was rumoured to be amazingly beautiful, though I have to say that in
  Aachen in the Dark Ages, that wasnt too difficult. Having both eyes, a nose, and half your teeth would make a Cleopatra of you. Bohemond, who had been one of Pepin the Shorts most
  loyal servants, was disgusted by Charles incest and determined to lure the king from the bed of his sister. Anything was worth a try, so he and his cronies threatened to kill Abraham and all
  his family if they didnt get a look at the girl. I was the one who got to take this message to the old banker.


  Abraham immediately agreed to help out, and emphasized how delighted he would be to allow a dozen heavily armed knights into his house to check out his daughter.


  The girls name was Deborah, and the rumours about her were not wrong. Bohemond and his friends turned up and found she had the most beautiful, unblemished complexion you ever saw,
  blooming like the skin of a healthy baby. Her hair was long and very dark, but not as dark and deep as her eyes. She was fifteen years old and shapely. Every man in that room would gladly have
  hacked off his right arm with an axe to possess the beautiful Deborah.


  Deborah, being a good girl, did as her father commanded and took her clothes off and submitted to inspection. Duke Bohemond, who normally delegated everything, took it on himself to ensure that
  the girl was in good health all over and was indeed a virgin.


  Having been passed fit, she was brought to court at once, masquerading as a servant to Bohemonds wife. Charles noticed her quickly and, better than we dared hope, went wild for her. But
  Deborah said that there was no way he could have her unless he married her. And there was no way he could marry her unless he became a Jew.


  This she said to him for two years. Every spring, Charles quit his freezing castle to go to war against someone. Each autumn he returned to find Deborah grown more beautiful. And more devious.
  Deborah would only see the king in the presence of chaperones. Convert, marry me and Im all yours, she kept saying.


  This was a problem for Charles. Like all the Frankish nobility, he had been a worshipper of Mithras all his life. He feared a terrible vengeance would be exacted on him if he renounced his
  fealty now. But, at the end of the second winter, after giving the fair Deborah fabulous gifts, after elevating her father to the position of Royal Treasurer, after giving offices and honours to
  both the able and the worthless hangers-on in her family and still being unable to get beneath the girls velvet skirts, he gave in.


  The Kings coarse English wool drawers were bursting. His balls were swollen to the size of two mens heads, his prick was hard enough to poleaxe the bullocks whose blood he once
  bathed in. Yes, my love, he said, steam rising from his breeches, I will become a Jew.


  Do I sound bitter? No wonder. Deborah and her husband destroyed the one true faith. Because of them I am the last Christian on the face of the earth.


  Charles submitted to a Beth Din, in which the dayanim quickly agreed to consider him for conversion. They were pious men I do not deny, but they were also in fear for their lives. They also had
  to consider the safety of the large number of Jews in town who had been attracted by stories of all the well-paid jobs to be had at Charles court. But the dayanim could not, in all decency,
  allow Charles conversion right away. They told him, as was the tradition, to start living as a Jew, they gave him instruction in the Jewish faith. That spring, he left to campaign against
  the Avars of the east, with a group of Jewish teachers in his baggage-train. And no pigs.


  While Charles was off fighting, Duke Bohemond had Iolande ambushed while she was out riding. A couple of heavies jumped her in a quiet corner of a forest and broke her neck, making it look like
  she had a riding accident. Then the assassins themselves were killed, just to make sure nobody told tales. I should know, I held their horses, and had my throat cut.


  That spring and summer, Charles, King of the Franks, learned to read Latin and Hebrew, captured territories the size of Italy, won three major battles and enslaved 150,000 Avar men and women.
  The news of his sisters death did not bother him. He returned to Aachen convinced he was ready to become a Jew. And who were the dayanim to argue with him?


  The person I felt sorry for was the poor fuck who had to circumcize him. He was the most powerful ruler the West had seen in centuries, he had just slaughtered thousands of people, and the only
  thing he wanted in the world was to get on with his wedding. Someone had to hold a razor to the prick of this lust-bothered tyrant. I often think about the mohel. I dont know what his name
  was. I should have taken his place. One little slip of the knife and I could have changed the course of history. But having been killed  again  I was still in the process of walking
  back from Mongolia.


  Back in Aachen, everything went smoothly. Charles was dipped into the mikveh, which wasnt such a bad idea because he never washed much, and emerged a fully fledged Jew. Im not
  joking when I say the wedding ceremony began before he was dry and before the scab had fallen from his dick.


  Even now, Deborah connived to deprive the king of his conjugal rights. For, as he discovered on retiring, it was her time of the month. She could not, she swore, have foretold this. Her menses
  were irregular, she said. Deborah was, he had to understand now that he was Jewish, in a state of niddah while her period lasted and for seven days afterwards.


  You could go up to the royal bedchamber and see the marks the kings teeth made on the bedpost that first night.


  I suppose it made his joy all the more profound when eventually she did let him into her bed. No one saw either of them for a fortnight.


  Over the next few years, Charles destroyed the Lombards and took northern Italy. He stormed through the Pyrenees mountain range and defeated the Visigoths and the Sueves, taking the whole of
  Spain. He moved north and defeated the Saxons and made them his subjects, he took Bavaria and thrust east to push the Avars further back. He was stupendously successful, and even if you want to be
  mean-spirited about it and point out that there was no serious opposition to him in a lot of the lands he conquered, he alone controlled an area that was now bigger than the old Western Empire. And
  all the while Deborah was driving him on.


  Deborah wanted to start a great dynasty, and for this she had to make something that would last. Charles could hold his Empire together for as long as he lived, which was good enough for him,
  but was not good enough for Deborah. She soon won him over to her way of seeing things, especially when she started bearing his children.


  First, she persuaded him to capture Rome, which was no difficult feat since this place was at that stage owned by some petty princeling who was easily knocked aside. Then in a great ceremony at
  Hanukkah, Charles was crowned a second time. His title was to be Carolus Maximus, Charles the Great, and he was declared Roman Emperor. This gave people great hopes that the new Empire would revive
  the peace and prosperity of the old one. Charles moved his capital to Rome from Aachen. In a very real sense, thats why were here now.


  Moving the capital to Rome was useful for me. It meant I didnt have to walk so far to get back to where all the action was.


  Deborah, meanwhile, found time to have Duke Bohemond of Rennes strangled on manufactured charges of disloyalty, for she never forgot the humiliation he inflicted on her and her father. She never
  forgot how cold his fingers were. For my part, Ill never forget the look on his face the night before his execution when I visited him in prison. He thought hed had my throat cut.


  To cement his vast imperial domain together, Deborah decided Charles needed a new class of bureaucrats and officials. Magistrates, tax-gatherers, prison governors, administrators and so forth.
  She decided that for maximum efficiency these people had to be career professionals, not temporary political appointments. They had to be literate. Aside from a few isolated Christian and pagan
  monks and scholars, the only literate people existing in anything approaching numbers were Jews. Over a period of years, lots of Jews became imperial officials.


  Deborahs plan went further than this. She realized that the ability to read and write confers power, especially back then when perhaps one man in a thousand was literate. Deborah was also
  mindful of the history of her people; of the suffering and persecution they had endured. She was now able to stop this happening again by putting the Jews in a position of power. Under the Edict of
  Milan, Charles the Great decreed that only Jews should be allowed to learn and practise the secrets of reading and writing.


  It became the law that non-Jews could not own books. The few Christian communities that were left in Charles Empire had their scriptures confiscated. This, for us, was disastrous, for we
  knew that over the generations we would have no way of passing on the knowledge that God had given to us.


  Meanwhile, Charles rule had brought stability, and people began to take peace for granted. Ambitious young men wanted to get on in the world by working for the imperial bureaucracy. To do
  this, they had to be Jews and they had to learn to read and write. Many, many people began to convert to Judaism. Ambitious parents would send their sons to Jewish schools. At the same time, the
  prevalence of Judaism at the court, and the large numbers of wise Jewish elders coming to Rome made people realize what a beautiful and ancient religion it is by comparison with the crude
  superstitions practised by most. Fashionable and sophisticated people flocked to convert.


  In a couple of generations, virtually the whole of the official and aristocratic classes and very many townsfolk had become Jews, while out in the countryside the peasants continued to worship
  their ancient sprites and will-o-the-wisps.


  In his later years, Charles became very fat, and died one Passover of a surfeit of salt beef. He was succeeded by his eldest son David. David followed the policies of his parents  his
  mother was still alive looking over his shoulder throughout his reign  and embarked on further conquests. He took Britain and Ireland, for all the good those miserable places would do him.
  And since he claimed to be ruler of a revived Roman Empire, logic dictated that he retake Greece, Turkey, Egypt, Judaea and those other parts of the old Eastern Empire. He made war on the Byzantine
  rulers with some success, but never got close to his great ambition of recapturing Judaea, and with it Jerusalem.


  David had no sons. He was succeeded by his daughter Ruth, whose first act was to have her grandmother Deborah exiled to Aachen to stop her giving advice all the time. Deborah passed her few
  remaining years in that old cold castle where it had all started, attended by a few loyal friends. Rumour had it that she kidnapped and ate babies to try and recover her youth and beauty. You can
  believe that if you want.


  Ruths pagan general Roland led the armies of the Empire against the now-rotten Kingdom of the East and conquered it whole in ten years. Ruth did not marry, and there is no truth in the
  story that she and Roland were lovers. Roland brought back the Queen of the East, the cruel and vicious Irene to Rome bound in silken cords. Irene was dangerous, even in captivity. Had she not
  overthrown her own son and put out his eyes with copper needles? There was no telling what a woman like that might get up to. It was the prevailing fashion at Ruths court for young men to
  wear their hair long and compose love-poems and gushingly express their chaste romantic attachment to their queen. It didnt take a wise elder to predict that it would only be a matter of
  time before a cabal among them transferred their affections to the fair queen of the East. In truth, Irene was sixty years old and never had been any kind of beauty. She manipulated these young
  idiots into conspiring to free her, raise an army and recapture her lost realm. Most of these pomaded fools wouldnt have known one end of a spear from another, and in any case not one of
  them could keep a secret. It was enough for Ruth to have Irenes head cut off and sentence her conspirators to work in the royal stables for the rest of their lives where I doubt they ever
  had the leisure to write poetry about glanders and horse turds.


  With the conquest of the Eastern kingdom, the Empire was now whole again and Ruth entered Jerusalem in triumph, accompanied by Roland and the greatest army the world had seen for centuries. I
  was with them that day, an ordinary infantry soldier once more. I was still there a few weeks later, searching unsuccessfully for any remaining Christian community, when they were discussing
  rebuilding the Temple and moving the capital of the Empire to Jerusalem, for by now almost everyone of influence, however slight, had joined or been born into, the ranks of the Chosen People.


  I was still there when the dreadful plague broke out among the army and the host of officials and religious people who had accompanied Ruth on her triumphal entry. It was suicidal to take so
  many people into such a small city and cram them all together. Any fool could have seen that it would cause illness, but I suppose it was all forgotten in the excitement. I myself died of it before
  it struck down both Ruth and her Mithras-worshipping general.


  Ruth was succeeded by her cousin Solomon, son of Davids younger brother. There were others with claims to the throne, but Solomon wisely judged that Rome was still the centre of
  government and immediately went there and declared himself Emperor before anyone else could. He then followed tradition and slaughtered all the other members of his family who could compete with
  him. Solomon declared his intention of keeping the capital in Rome until Jerusalem was plague-free.


  Of course, when the plague had cleared from Jerusalem, the Saracens, an energetic people fired by the new religion of Mohammed, attacked out of the east and took the city for their own. The
  Empire had recaptured Jerusalem for less than three years. Men said this was Gods punishment for their pride and arrogance.


  Perhaps Solomon was mindful of this, or maybe he was just plain idle. Whatever the case, he made no attempt to retake Jerusalem and settled into a life of lethargy and vice, trying to outdo the
  splendour of his ancient namesake. Solomon the Magnificent, as he was called, imported every conceivable luxury into Rome from the East and made of it a city of unrivalled glory. With peace on most
  frontiers it was a golden age, in which building and the arts flourished. Solomon himself in later years became more introverted and cranky, for his insatiable appetites left him tortured with the
  strangury.


  Solomons long reign ended with the succession of his grandson Saul, a young man who rejected the ease of the court and who dreamed of military glory. This was just as well, because there
  were now predators massing on every frontier who wanted a piece of the Empire. The Saracens soon got the better of us in a great sea battle near Rhodes that left them with unrivalled control of the
  Mediterranean sea; their allies, the Barbary Pirates, now made life hell for merchant seamen. The Saracens had long since taken Egypt and the north coast of Africa and now they moved into Spain
  where Saul came to meet them with a huge army. But the army, like everything else, had grown soft under Solomon and was defeated in the battle of Salamanca. Saul himself was captured by Saladin,
  who treated him with hospitality and respect before releasing him. Saul died soon afterwards of shame and a broken heart. He was thirty-two years old.


  Saul had been keen to enforce religious orthodoxy. That sort of thing made life difficult for a person like me who would go around saying the Jews were all wrong and that Yeshua Christos had
  been the Messiah. Now the religious toleration of earlier years came to an end. One of the artists that Saul patronized, Elihu the Engineer, invented a machine specially to deal with blasphemers.
  It was like a mill-wheel the paddles of which fired rocks in the blasphemers general direction. To me fell the honour of being the first person to be killed by Elihus stoning engine
  for saying that this man nobody had heard of had been the Messiah.


  I avoided Rome, preferring to stick to less technologically advanced regions. I preached in the countryside, but a faith without books has no future. I lived among dwindling Christian
  communities in remote places. Then I went and lived in the lands of the Saracens for many years. Strange to relate, I was always treated with courtesy there, for the Saracens are tolerant of all
  religions and treat madmen with kindness. I won no converts.


  Sauls place was taken by his uncle Gideon, our present ruler. He is a learned man, but I dont think hes a big enough bastard to save the Empire. Its been ten years
  since the Persians and the Saracens joined forces. Now they act like a pair of vultures, picking at the carcase of the Roman Empire. It is an apocalyptic struggle between Jews, Mohammedans and
  Zoroastrians.


  There are no Christians left. The last of them I found in a monastery out on the far west coast of Ireland. These few old men had managed to keep their sacred scriptures hidden from the imperial
  authorities, but no one could read them except me. I begged them to break their vows of chastity and try to re-establish the seed of our faith, but they refused, saying I was mad and a heretic. By
  the time I found them they were in any case too old to be capable of marrying, even if we had found women of child-bearing age willing to have them. I know what youre thinking. The answer is
  that I found out a long time back that I was incapable of fathering children, for Yeshuas curse had also deprived me of that particular joy. And its been a good few hundred years
  since I last derived even a passing pleasure in lying with women  or anything else for that matter.


  I buried the last of the Irish monks three years ago, put the scriptures in my sack, took up my staff and started wandering once more, returning as always to Rome.


  Now it is a millennium since the birth of Christos, the Persians are hammering at the gates of the eternal city and there is another sign in the sky.


  The same sign, perhaps. This time, it should be correctly interpreted. I feel at last that my wanderings are over. Yeshua has returned, to gather up the faithful to himself while the unrighteous
  shall be cast down.


  But where are the faithful?


  * * *


  The light in Josephs eyes dimmed.


  Hes dead, Absalom said.


  The rabbi began to mumble.


  Really dead.


  A madman, someone spat. Isaac had died during the story.


  Absalom wondered about Josephs tale. If it were a fanciful lie, he had taken extraordinary care over it.


  Rabbi, he asked, was what he said . . . ?


  Nonsense, the rabbi said, he was maddened, reciting an old folk tale . . .


  This Yeshua Bar-Joseph, the Christos . . .


  I have never heard of him.


  The sign?


  The rabbi was angry, almost afraid. He didnt answer.


  Absalom hawked and spat blood.


  The ground seemed to be shaking.


  Around Josephs neck were two symbols, a cross and a fish. Absalom reached out to touch them.


  The dead mans body rippled like water, and dissolved into the ground.


  Astonished, Absalom turned. The rabbi was gone. There had been no witnesses.


  Josephs cross was left.


  Obviously, the Christos had not returned. The portent in the sky had been wrong again.


  Absalom picked up the cross, and held it tight in one hand. He held it until he died.


  
    
  


  Hush My Mouth


  Suzette Haden Elgin


  First time ever I saw a Silent, I was no more than a tiny child; I might have been five years old. And it meant nothing to me. It was just a woman, and not a very pretty one to
  look at, with her head shaved. I remember her skull; it had a lumpy look to it that bothered me. I had never before seen a bald woman, nor very many bald men. I wasnt eager to see this one,
  either, because my sisters had been pushing me on the swing that hung from our black walnut tree, and I had complained bitterly at being made to leave that and go look at this woman passing by.


  But my father paid no mind to my fuss, hauling me up onto his shoulder and almost running out to the edge of the street, the other children hurrying along behind us. He stopped at the curb and
  he shook me a little bit to be sure he had my attention, and he said to me, Now you remember that, boy! You put it away in your heart, and you remember it, that there was a morning a
  Silent walked by your house so close you couldve touched her if youd had a mind to! The woman turned to look at us as she passed, and her smile was the only thing about her not
  black as the inside of our water well, and Daddy squeezed my thighs where he had me braced on his shoulder and added, And you remember she smiled at you, child! See you remember that,
  forevermore! And I have remembered it, as he told me to do, all these years.


  She smiled at Matthias Darrow, too, him standing down on the corner of our street with his father and his grandmother and his two big brothers. I suppose his mother was busy with her everlasting
  tending of the sick and with someone she couldnt leave, even for this occasion. Matthias was there, and all my other friends and their parents, lining both sides of the street to watch a
  Silent go by on her way to somewhere. I dont know where she could have been going; nobody told me to concern myself with that. But we all stood and watched her walk to the end of the street,
  tall and straight and stake-thin in her long black dress. We watched her turn the corner and go on down the side street. Not until she was out of sight did anybody move to leave the curbs and go
  back to what they had been doing. I remember there was a little bit of a breeze, and it stirred the branches of the pink mimosa and spread their perfume all around; I remember that smell, mimosa
  and hot dust and the several smells of sluggish summer river, mixed. I can smell it now, as strong as I smelled it that day.


  And I remember Matthias, watching the Silent and shouting out, Morning, maam! as she went by, and his father clapping a swift hand over his mouth and bending down to tell
  him that hed appreciate it if hed behave like he had good sense, whether he did or not. And Matthias, looking up over Mr Darrows huge hand with eyes wide and round and scared,
  wondering what hed done.


  Matthias broke this morning. I heard it happen. The Lord God help me, please, Ill hear it forever, the sound of his head  the sound his head made as he smashed it
  against the wall of his room. Bare flesh, not a strand of hair to cushion it, smacking against white-washed brick. Seven blows, it took. Seven times, that sound. That unspeakable sound.


  How could a human being have the strength to take his life by battering his own head against a wall? Will you tell me that? How could he stay couscious long enough to get to the fatal blow that
  ended it? And to do it silently! How in the name of God could you do that and stay silent?


  Matthias did. I could not have done it, but he did. I swear to you, as I shall swear to the judges that come to question me. I will close my eyes three times, signifying NO, when they ask me if
  Matthias Darrow cried out at the last. His family has no shame coming, for he died without so much as a gasp. And the town we came from, he and I, all those people who were so blazing proud to have
  two of us choose to be Silents, theres no shame coming to them, either. We took our vows together, Matthias and I, both of us just seventeen; and now he is gone.


  We were expecting that he would do something. All of us had seen it coming. He had taken to chewing at his lips, so that they were always cracked and bloody. His fingers were forever twitching;
  hed notice, and hed shove them out of sight into the pockets of his robe. We watched him day by day as the tension drew his skin tight to his skull, till the bones strained to shove
  through the flesh and the whole head gleamed like polished ebony. When he started wearing the leather gag even in the daytime, that foul gag that stands witness to our frailty and guards us from
  the word spoken in sleep, we knew that he was going to break. If there had been anything we could have done to help him, we would have done it, but there was nothing to do. When the lust for
  language consumes a man, you can only watch him burn and dedicate your prayers to him.


  We were on our guard on his behalf; we were not just praying. We had taken to being wary around him. When we walked along the balconies of the shelterhouse, one of us would walk at his side next
  the rail, and two others ahead and behind him, so that he could not throw himself into the courtyard. The elders had begun tasting his food and drink at the table openly, so that if he were so mad
  as to poison either he would have to take one of them with him into death. We watched what he picked up and what he put down; we went with him when he walked out of the building. At least one of us
  stayed close by no matter what he was engaged in; we were watchful of our brother. Except in the privacy of his room, where we could not follow.


  I am sure Im not the only one who wishes we had been more careless. If Matthias had been able to slip poison into his soup in the dining room, it would have been easier for him, and I
  would not now be hearing in my soul the wet thud of his skull against brick.


  Still. It must be noted that Matthias Darrow did not give in. For his family there will not be the shame of a failed Silent with broken vows, sent home from the shelterhouse in disgrace.
  He spared them that. He spared all his vast family, spared them the scandal that shames the line down to the cousins many times removed, that is the end of respect and the beginning of a courteous
  pity that is like a stone hung round the neck. Matthias saw to it that his people did not have that shame to endure. The Lord God help me be as brave if I come to such a pass. The Lord God grant I
  never come to such a pass, and let my never-ending silent dialogue with my own foolish self be my worst failing.


  All of this, we will be reminded, was born of the sin of pride, beside which murder and debauchery are no more than childish foibles. First the white mans pride; and
  that not being foul enough, the black mans pride to cap it off. Pride, that is not called the worst of all the sins for idle reasons. When the preacher comes this Sunday, that will be his
  sermon, and his text will be Pride goeth before a fall. There is no room in this house where that text is not burned into a beam or painted over a window. Because of what pride has
  brought us to.


  If the Union Army had let us serve with them in the Civil War, the North would have won; no one disputes that. President Lincoln himself said it was so  they would have won! But they
  wouldnt allow it. Not them. No black man was going to put on the uniform of a Union soldier, or ride a horse of the Union Cavalry, or march in the least last straggling row of the Union
  infantry. They were told wed serve in our own clothes, or serve naked, if they felt that would be sufficient to keep us from being mistaken for their comrades at arms. But they were
  stiff-necked; it made no difference. No black  Negroes, they called us then  no Negro was going to be able to say he had served in the Union Army. We were not fit even to die beside
  them; that was their position on the matter, and they would not budge from it.


  Youd have thought the Confederates would have had better sense. White and black, wed played together as children and suckled at the same black breasts as infants and gotten blind
  drunk together as young men. But the Confederate Army followed the Yankees lead, bound theyd outdo them. If a Negro was not good enough to soldier for the Union, well then
  bygod he was twice that not good enough to soldier for the South! Damn fools they were, too, for we would have fought to the death beside them and no quarter given, after the way the Union spurned
  us.


  Abraham Lincoln, standing there for all to hear in Washington, and then the words spread across the newspapers for all to read, he said: We shall not send our women into battle; we shall
  not send our children. And we shall surely not send our Negroes, who are as children, to shed their blood in a war they are not even able to understand. He said that, and we heard it, and I
  suppose it was nothing we hadnt heard before. But somehow his saying it made it official. He made it the official public policy of the Disunited States of America, that the blacks had not
  even the wisdom of children. After that, we would willingly have fought for the South, even if it meant fighting beside a man whod ordered us whipped by the cruellest black driver in the
  worst slave state there ever was.


  They wouldnt have it. And later, when it got to be obvious that the war could not be won without us, they still would not, for neither side was willing to be the first to say,
  Well, we were wrong; I guess the blood of a black man is good enough to spill for this country.


  Pride! Thus it was that nobody won that awful war, that dragged on eight terrible years. Oh, the South claimed the victory, in the strict sense of the word; there being so many blacks at home to
  see to the work of the plantations and the farms and the Southern towns, the South lasted longer. It was the North that first proposed to stop fighting. But there was no victory. The time came when
  there was nobody left with the will to fight any more, thats all. They just laid down their weapons and went home. What was left of them. To what was left of home.


  They didnt last very long. Smallpox and cholera took most of them that didnt die of their battle wounds. A handful came stumbling back to the burned-out ruins
  that had been the glorious South; and they were ruins, themselves.


  We had been prepared to kill every last one of them; with our bare hands if need be. My grandfather swears to that, and I believe him. We had been ready to kill them all. We were four million
  strong; even half-starved we had more strength than those ragtag men that lived through the Civil War to come home. Our women were ready, and our children, too, to do whatsoever had to be done.


  But when it came right down to it we had to kill very few of them. The young men, and the older ones that had gone in when the young men were mostly dead and maimed, they brought their diseases
  home with them. And they went to sleep and eat with their wives and their children and their old people. The sicknesses went through those families like wildfire through a piney woods.


  In another time, we would have nursed them. Some of them would have lived, and many of us would have died, and when it was over we would have been as mixed up as ever. But not this time. They
  hadnt considered us fit to die with them in their filthy war; we were not willing to die with them in their filthy peace. We lifted no hand either to help or to harm them, we simply waited.
  And when it was over we rounded up the pitiful remnant that did not die, man or woman or child, and we sent them with all courtesy into the North, out of New Africa for ever, beyond the walls at
  the border.


  They went docilely enough. As for the occasional damn Yankee fool that decided hed ride South and see about bringing New Africa back into the United States, we tried to reason with him.
  And if he would not be reasonable we took him into our courts and tried him swiftly and carried out the sentence with sufficient dispatch to discourage others from any such hopeless lost
  notion.


  So. There we were. A sovereign nation. Mexico to the south of us, the United States to the north of us, and the oceans at either side. All the land there for our taking, much of it burned over
  and scorched black and covered with destruction, but no damage done that we werent capable of setting to rights. We made the land clean again, and we cleared away the gutted buildings and
  put up new ones; we laid out farms and streets and set ourselves to live a decent life for the first time since we were torn out of the breast of Africa and flung like cattle onto this land.


  We should have been all right. We had everything we wanted, and that one most precious thing of all  we were free. Free! The work of our hands was there to do, and the tools to do it
  with, and its fruits were for the first time to be ours. Hallelujah, it was the Promised Land; praise be to God, it was Eden . . .


  And why, then, do we find ourselves, all these years later, with the work only half done, and half our strength and passions still devoted to squabbling? And the North once again eyeing our
  borders, thinking the time will come when well be ripe for conquering?


  Pride again. We will be reminded, come Sunday. Pride! We who thought ourselves so fine, watching the white man both Northern and Southern destroy himself and all his kin and all his substance
  for pride. More fools we, because we were just as human when the time came to test us.


  Wed never given the problem any thought, my grandfather says. Thered been no time to think about it, and no reason. Scattered as we were, subjugated as we were, the matter of
  language had not come up; under the lash, any word will do to scream with.


  But wed brought many dozens of languages with us from Africa, each one of them the language of a proud people with a proud heritage. And when it came time to choose one, to decide which
  one we would speak now in this New Africa, there was no question in anybodys mind. The only possible choice for the New African tongue was whatsoever language he spoke. Why,
  my language, obviously! And so said they all.


  Bitter. Bitter, the fruit of pride, and harsh in the mouth. Oh God in Heaven, be you black or white or the colour of mimosa flowers, it was bitter! That it should come to this
  . . . our children free to go to school and learn, finally, and every forty or so in a different school learning a different language. You talk of segregation! And in our legislature, and in our
  churches and our colleges and our publishing houses and all our daily business of life, it is no African language we speak. Pride will not let us choose one. Only in the white mans hated
  English are we able to govern this land, the very name of which is a white mans name, because our pride would not and will not let us agree on a name in one of our own tongues.


  And so there are Silents.


  Sworn to use no language. Not spoken; not written; not language of the hands. Only that irreducible minimum of all signs that must be used if we are to survive. Four signs a day, we are
  allowed, if by no other means can we make our brother or our sister understand that the building is on fire or the piece of meat on the table is unsafe to eat or a baby is about to be born. And not
  even those four, unless we are forced to them.


  Before we come into the shelterhouse, before we make our vows, those who serve as liaison between the Silents and the world explain this to us; they make it very certain that we understand,
  before they let us come.


  We will be silent. That is the vow we take. Until death; or until our people can lay aside the pride that destroys them and choose a language that is not a white mans language.
  Whichever comes first.


  Matthias Darrow, the Lord God have mercy on his soul, could not wait any longer.
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