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Chapter 1 - High Energy Anomaly in
Taurus

In the beginning:

Creation, inflation and the universe became
splendid with stars and nebulas. Life evolved and the glory had
observers. Billions of years passed.

Space is never empty. Space is laced with
fields: electromagnetism, gravity, the Higgs field, more. More than
a hundred thousand years ago, one region of space changed.
Something collapsed to a lower energy state and had a phase change
- water to ice, gas to liquid. Stupendous energy was released. A
bubble was formed. The bubble strained to contain it.

The bubble stretched, grew. But space is
vast and the bubble was very far away.


Chapter 2 - Radiosquawk


The Pastillian motiles were aswarm, and even
the sessiles waved frantic cilia. The airpond was turbulent with
cilia and message bursts, too many for Radiosquawk to follow.

Radiosquawk was its
unpronounceable Pastillian name. It was beyond reproductive age and
therefore neuter. It spread its conductives in a 154 centimeter
dipole to catch as much of the human broadcast as possible. The
reception was not good, but it confirmed data already received. A
sentient race was using radio.

“They will know. They will see the
nucleation,” it relayed to a sessile node.

The node immediately split into judgment
derivatives. Radiosquawk listened
carefully for the opposing interpretations to form.

“We must contact them.”

“It is too late and irrelevant.”

Debate churned. Radiosquawk provided data, often the same data,
again and again.

“It can be done.”

“It is not important.”

“It is a duty to a sentient race.”

“These are sentients we have always
avoided.”

“Too alien. Too dangerous.”

“We all expire.”

“Perhaps they have a way to survive.”

It came down to how to establish contact.
“Send Radiosquawk”.


#

The cold aeronutrient was overloaded with
trace enzymes and raw hydrocarbons for the long trip. Radiosquawk expanded its derma and absorbed as much
as was safe, pending a possible fasting situation. Its sessiles did
the same. It extruded several hundred anchor filaments into the
liquid medium and another thousand sensitive cilia to electrical
receptors. It had artificial vision, then, in a broad range of the
electromagnetic spectrum. It gave instructions to the sessile
control node.

A sleek missile of calcified chitin and
sapphire erupted from the magnetic cannon at accelerations that
would have flattened a being with bones and lung cavities. It
sought the densest magnetic flux tubes to fling itself faster with
timed pulses of current. It was then well beyond escape
velocity.

Radiosquawk watched
his home planet, a warm methane and nitrogen Saturn-type planet
near a red sun, show its ruddy horizon, and then it was receding
into a field of stars, the dense part of the Sagittarius Arm of the
Milky Way galaxy.

Navigation node sessiles fed Radiosquawk a map of power pivots. The first stellar
mass black hole was a light month away. It expended seven eighths
of its stored power in a microwave maser burst at the ergosphere of
that spinning black hole. The tight beam would boomerang around the
object’s ergosphere stealing its energy, and return to Radiosquawk’s scoop collectors as a coherent beam of
x-rays. The million-fold energy boost would be used to accelerate
the ship for the next pivot. The black hole would spin a bit slower
in response.

Radiosquawk slowed
his metabolism and instructed unused sessiles to do the same. It
would be years until they arrived at Earth.

Radiosquawk did
wonder. Were other spacefaring sentients fleeing the same fire?


Chapter 3 - Lucen DiPietro

Lucen pulled a copy of ASTRONOMY magazine
out of his saddlebag, tore it in pieces and scattered it to the
wind. Then he got on his bike and left the campus.

All his life he had followed an insatiable
curiosity. He looked up at the stars and saw fascinating puzzles.
He never worried about getting a job, paying bills, meeting girls.
He had all that and it was secondary. Women found him distant. Luke
found them to be rather shallow. Unraveling mysteries was his focus
and his life. He shook his head. He had worked 15 years, earned a
reputation, was recognized, had a position. Could he really make
any other choice?

But all that was gone. Now the choice was
made for him.

It was time to make a new life and a new
image to go with it. He had recently got a gold loop earring in his
left earlobe adorned with a skull with genuine ruby eyes. His
incipient beard was still stubble, but showed promise. He had worn
his sandy hair long since college. He wore a leather vest with an
eagle rampant on the back. Only his motorcycle helmet deviated from
the image of a biker.

US Highway 15 leading to Interstate 8 out of
San Diego was a furnace littered with slowly moving obstacles.
18-wheelers were mobile behemoths in the flow of traffic. Every
inconsiderate vehicle had to crowd his rear bumper to pass both
Lucen and the truck, then cut in front, only to be embedded again
in the six-lane crawl.

There was too much waiting in traffic.
Lucen’s mind spun on his lack of a job, his frustration with
fossilized department heads, and the unfairness of it all. He had
some savings and most of it went into his ride.

He berated himself for agonizing over the
past.OK, drop the mental baggage. Stay in the
now…for as long as now will last.

Heat funneled up from the big V-twin. Sweat
dripped from Lucen’s head faster than the wind could blast it away.
It eased off a bit as rugged hills rose on the horizon. Lucen had
it with the freeway free-for-all and took a signed exit near
Descanso to the Cleveland National Forest. He stopped on a
two-lane, Route 79, to wring out the headband that cushioned his
brain bucket and to put on a shirt to cover the radioactive sunburn
on skin exposed by his leather vest. The late spring heat was
already 90 degrees - too hot by day, probably too cool by
night.

Route 79 was a twisty two-lane, a great bike
route, winding among canyons and valley overlooks. He didn’t know
whether he could camp in the park, but he was determined to find
out. He paid at the ranger station and rode slowly along a two-lane
to the “Primitive Camping” cutoff. That was a dirt road, every
loose rock threatening to topple a half ton of bike, rider and
piled gear. It was a new bike, drop free so far. He splayed out his
long legs to fend off an impending dump. Finally Lucen set up his
backpack tent in a shaded stand of pines, covered his leather
saddle with a tarp, had a freeze-dried camp meal, threw his
sleeping bag into the tent and sacked out.

Near sunset he awoke to a golden-crimson sky
that settled serenely to a peaceful blue twilight. He had always
enjoyed the blue hour. Crickets chirped, the odor of pine and wood
smoke was a balm to his spirit. His Indian Chief Vintage, green and
cream finish dimmed by road dust, stood lovely in the fading light.
The chrome gleamed, the tan leather saddle, saddlebags and
handlebar tassels were a heritage.

He was in no rush. Lucen avoided any
intruding thoughts. This was to be an escape without a
destination.

Or so he wished.

The constellation of Taurus was setting in
the clear Western sky - the red eye of Aldebaran, the tip of the
horn, Elnath, and the nearby Pleaides were just visible. An orange
blot, the anomaly, glared where the invisible Crab Nebula ought to
be. It made Lucen uneasy. It spoiled his mood. He crawled into his
sleeping bag and tried to ignore the anomaly. His motorcycle
camping adventure had just started. The anxiety would pass, he
hoped.

Lucen was up before dawn, splashed some
water on his face, made coffee, ate a bagel, and went off behind
some scrub to piss. Taurus had set, the fading stars that remained
had no threat to them. Still, Lucen was beset with the knowledge
that he was ignoring something important. It nagged at him.

Dammit, maybe he had a destination.
Reluctantly, he collapsed the tent, packed up the bike, put a
leather jacket over his sunburn and waddled the big bike back down
the dirt trail to US Highway 8 towards El Centro and the Salton
Sea. It was another five or six hours on a freeway, but the traffic
was light and the day was promising fine weather. The big twin
purred down declines and growled up the hills on cruise
control.

At Winterhaven, just outside Yuma, he made a
necessary fuel stop at a Wa-Wa. The bike was getting about 42 miles
per gallon and it was hardly broken in. He moved it to the parking
lot for a quick snack and a cold drink. When he came out his Indian
was in a row of Harleys. A couple of big-bellied guys with beards
and Harley vests came over to inspect his bike.

“Good looking ride!” The guy had a blond
beard tied off in braids with paracord. “Great shape for a classic
like that. Looks like something from Easy Rider.”

Lucen smiled, “It’s new. Not even broken in
yet.”

“Haha! Good one! Hey Franky, this guy really
knows how to keep up his ride!”

Franky sauntered over. “It’s one of those
Indian vintage bikes. V-twin, like a hog. Made in USA, they
say.”

“Too good looking to be a rice burner, for
sure.” He turned to Lucen, “what did you say your name was?”

“Uh, call me Luke,” Lucen replied.

The beard mashed his hand and slapped him on
the back, “Sam. See you down the road, Luke. Good ridin’.”

Lucen watch them straddle their Harleys,
goose the throttles just to hear the thunder of the exhaust, and
ride off to the East.

US Highway 8 passed through a long stretch
of dessert populated by saguaro and barrel cactus, lizards,
scorpions and rocky pinnacles. Somewhere to the north was Area 51.
The Sonora Dessert stretched across the border to Mexico. Phoenix
was unavoidable, but at least it wasn’t rush hour. The traffic
moderated eastbound through Mesa. Lucen took the Apache Trail out
of Apache Junction. The Superstition Mountains loomed in the
distance, illuminated by the westering sun.

“Yeah,” he muttered, “Let’s get some
elevation and get out of this heat.”

Route 88, the Apache Trail, led through
towering mesas, red rock country, tunnels and twisties. Lucen rode
on with a shit-eating grin. “Hell, yeah!” he shouted.

It was a compromise. He was not abandoning
his responsibility. It was just the slowest, most scenic route in
that general direction.

Lucen stopped at Bulldog Canyon to ease the
circulation on his paralyzed gluteus maximus. Purple-gray dessert
dotted with mesquite, tough stunted bushes and a few actual trees
sprouted on a hill among gulleys, canyons and ridges. Creosote
bushes perfumed the air.

He rode on.


Chapter 4 - Tortilla Flat

The bike glided and swooped through the
curves as the day illuminated rockpiles and mesas, and the exhaust
played a kind of music as he sloped down to Canyon Lake. He had a
strong sense of flying, airborne on a stream of flowing, curling
pavement. It was breathtaking, the kind of ride a touring biker
treasured. Lucen sure wanted to stop there for a day or a century.
But no. Some twinge of conscience drove him on.

Route 88 led around the underside of Canyon
Lake to Tortilla Flat, an unincorporated town with a bar and a post
office, one main road, wooden store fronts and a dusty two-lane.
Mariachi music blared from the bar. It looked about right. His
mileage read 375, tank still half full, belly empty, gullet with a
good thirst.

People with pickup trucks and lots of kids,
tubes and coolers were headed out to the adjacent arm of Canyon
Lake. Tourists with wide brimmed cowboy hats, board shorts and
western boots milled about.

In a curio shop his eye was attracted to
something he thought was a miniature pocket watch. It was a Life
Watch. Inscribed on the dial was “Are you wasting your life?” It
had a face with the numerals 10 to 120 and one hand. There was an
actuarial table with date of birth, sex, general health that
yielded a number. His was “57 years”. He pulled out the crown and
set the single hand for 57. He could imagine it ticking down to
zero. He bought the watch and stuffed it in his pocket.

The anomaly was not visible in the clear
blue sky.

After the bar there was a campground. It was
quite flat. “Tortilla flat?” “Si, senor, tortilla always flat.”
There was a camping spot with a tree giving a little shade. Lucen
parked his bike there and slowly dismounted. He stretched his back,
did a few squats, jumped up and down and felt almost ground-bound
again. He left the pile of camping gear on his bike and just
squatted down for a while, at peace with the earth.

Another rider came in, the sound of the
exhaust more of a tenor than a rumble. It parked at the only other
spot with a shade tree, about 50 yards from Lucen’s. It would be
only neighborly to go over and offer a cold beer or a hand with the
tent.

Approaching the newcomer from the back,
Lucen’s view was obstructed by a column of camping gear piled on a
pair of big aluminum panniers. The rider pulled off a full-face
helmet to reveal a fall of blonde hair. A few more steps and Lucen
witnessed her long, leather-clad legs dismounting. He paused. A
lone girl rider? He scanned around. The rest of the campground was
inhabited by a few RVs, no other person was visible.

She half-turned, saw him and startled. “Hi.
I didn’t see you there.”

“Yeah, I just got in myself.” Lucen tilted
his jaw in the rough direction of his bike. “You from around
here?”

“I rode in from Alpine. Gorgeous ride down
from the Mogollon Rim.”

Lucen stuck out his hand, “Name is Lucen.
Just call me Luke.”

The girl scanned him up and down and smiled
at the ruby-eyed skull earring. She extended a gloved hand.
“Birdie.”

Luke looked at the planes of her face, the
strong shoulders. She was lovely but hardly birdlike or delicate.
“Birdie? Really?” he squinted, skeptical. It didn’t matter, he was
not going to get involved.

Birdie closed her eyes, puckered her lips
and whistled a theme from Swan Lake. No warbler could have done
better. Then she tilted her head to one side, looked at Luke and
waited.

“So, you’re Birdie because you can whistle
like a bird?”

“Actually, it’s a nickname my brother gave
me because I always wanted to fly.” She gave him a big smile.

In spite of himself, Luke was utterly
charmed.

Birdie pointed to his ride, “Nice bike! That
an Indian?”

Luke was delighted that she recognized his
ride. “Yup. Brand new. My first extended motorcycle camping trip.”
He walked around her bike. If his Vintage was a throwback to
another decade, hers was a missile from a science fiction
story.

“Triumph Tiger? Never saw one of those
before. Looks high-tech.”

“It’s light and great on both highways and
dirt roads. I’ve had this for a while, but this is my first
expedition, too.” Birdie’s voice was fluting, melodic. She smiled
after every exchange.

“Need help setting up?”

“I can do it, but sure, let’s cooperate and
set us both up faster.” Birdie pulled off her riding gloves
revealing long, tapered fingers, random colors of fingernail paint,
and a musical tattoo on one tendoned forearm. She unclipped a mesh
net and several bungee cords and dropped a number of cylindrical
packages on the ground.

“Ground cloth, tent, air mattress, sleeping
bag, bunny,” she announced.

“Bunny?”

Birdie raised one eyebrow, “You don’t
approve of my pink bunny?”

“I, um…er…”

Birdie laughed, “Nevermind. He’s my bunny,
not yours.”

They proceeded to put up her blue and green
North Face tent, a piece of high-tech gear the equal of her
motorcycle. Then they struggled with Lucen’s new yellow Eureka.

“Amazing how big these tents are after the
tiny packages they come in.”

“Yeah,” Birdie replied, “Just wait ‘till we
have to get them back into those tiny packages.

Finished, they stood up and realized they
were just strangers. “Um, would you like a cold beer? I still have
some from the town bar.”

“Beer? I prefer cold lemonade.” She opened a
pannier and took out a thermos and a plastic cup. She poured a
cupful and handed it to Luke.

“Thanks!” The lemonade was still cold. He
handed it back to her. “I better stick to my beer before it gets
warm.” He jogged over to his bike and pulled out two bottles of Dos
Equis Amber.

“Sure you don’t want one?”

“Thanks, but no.”

Luke took a long draw on the first bottle,
finished it and uncapped the second. “This heat builds a thirst.”
He squatted on the gravel in the shade and got as comfortable as he
could. Birdie watched him carefully.

“I can leave if you’d rather be alone,” he
ventured. No commitment, no harm.

“Are you a masher, a criminal or a dangerous
predator?” she asked. No, Ma’am, I’m just a
fired professor. But he didn’t say that out loud.

“Hmm. I don’t think so. Never been accused
of those things.” He hadn’t looked in a mirror lately. Did he seem
to be the rough biker type now?

“What are you running from, then?” She was
acute.

“Idiots, unfair idiots, mostly.”

“Not woman trouble?”

“Not that lucky, Birdie.”

“OK, I guess we can talk, at least.”

“Birdie, what are you running from?”

“Burnout.”

“Burnout?”

“Yeah. Too many concerts, too much pressure,
no life at all.”

“Concerts? You a musician?”

“I’m Eliza Tibbetts. You heard of me?”

“Eliza Tibbetts…” Luke chewed over the name,
“Oh THAT Eliza Tibbetts? The classical pianist, child prodigy?”

“I’m 23. Outgrew the childhood prodigy
thing. Just forget that name. I’m Birdie now, on an extended
motorcycle camping trip. OK?”

“Fine by me. Love your concerts, though. I
have a few recordings.”

“Really? Biker boy on a V-twin listens to
classical music? How does that play with the beards in the biker
bar?”

Luke was beginning to like this sassy girl.
“I don’t hang out in biker bars. Yet, anyway.”

She squatted next to him, took a swig of
Luke’s beer and made a wry face. “Your turn now. Who are you behind
the biker disguise, really?”

“My name is Lucen DiPietro…”

“Wait, I’ve heard of you. Let me think.” She
pointed an accusing finger at him, “UCSD flap. You had some crazy
idea. Damn! You’re that astrophysicist professor!” She took in his
“new” image and wrinkled her face at the contrast.

Lucen looked down. “Former professor.”

“You don’t want to talk about it. I see.”
Birdie was quiet and just watched him for a while. “Nice weather
today.” That was sarcasm.

Birdie got up and ambled over to Luke’s
bike. She lifted the rain cover, felt the texture of the heavy
tanned leather. “It is beautiful, like an anachronism, but huge!
It’s got to weigh twice what mine does!”

“850 pounds, dry,” Lucen was right behind
her.

“My Triumph Tiger is only 525. I can
actually pick it up if I drop it. Not yours, though.”

“I haven’t dropped mine yet. It doesn’t even
have 500 miles on it.”

“What you got to eat in those
saddlebags?”

“Mostly freeze-dried meals. Beef Stroganoff.
Lots of Beef Stroganoff.”

“I can make tea and biscuits if you light a
fire.”

“Done!” Luke scrounged around for scraps of
firewood left at other campsites, found a pile of pine needles for
tinder and started a fire with flint and steel. Birdie looked on
with approval. She got out a compact set of pots, some margarine,
flour, water and baking soda and mixed up a fresh batter. Her
biscuits were perfect. She boiled water for the tea and the beef
stroganoff. Luke got out his cook set and a blanket to sit on. They
sipped tea, ate and talked about nothing of importance, which was
the most important kind of talk, after all. No
commitment, no harm.

Lucen was relaxed, Birdie was full of
stories about her last concert in Portugal, and then it was the
blue hour. He was facing southwest when Taurus became visible in
the purpling twilight. He just stopped in mid-sentence and
stared.

Birdie watched Lucen’s demeanor change.
“Luke, what is it?”

He didn’t answer, just lifted his arm and
pointed at the orange blot near Elnath. Birdie followed the
direction of his finger but recognized nothing but stars.

“Luke! Come on! What is it?”

“It’s the reason I had to escape San Diego.
The Anomaly. That orange blot.”

Birdie looked again. “Just that little
orangey thing?”

“Yeah. No one believed my analysis. I was
due for tenure.”

“I don’t remember reading about it. What is
that orange blob?”

“Would you believe me if I told you?”

“Sure! Why not?” Birdie wondered what this
was all about.

“It’s the end of the universe.”

“Come on, Luke, really?”

Luke just turned away and went silent.


Chapter 5 - Tubing

“Birdie, are you in a rush to go
somewhere?”

“Nope. I’m on an odyssey to find music that
lights the sky.”

Luke grimaced and pointed southwest, “That’s
the final trump.”

“I don’t put any stock in Revelations,
Luke.”

“Birdie, let’s hang around here for a day or
two, go tubing, hike around the Superstitions, maybe paddle on
Canyon Lake.”

Birdie reached up and took his face in both
hands, “You’re a sweet, sweet man, Luke. I’ll hang with you, but if
you turn into a lout, I’m gone. OK?”

Luke reminded himself of his mantra.
No commitment, no harm.

“Lout? Heaven forfend, whatever medieval
thing you might have in mind.”

They rented an oversized truck tube big
enough for both of them, a cooler full of ice and Dos Equis Amber,
and trundled the lot down to the near arm of the lake. It was full
of other tire-tubers, tight as a migration of jellyfish on a moon
tide. Everyone made it a party.

“Hola, Senor. Tequila para bier?”

“Sure, I’ll trade. Name’s Luke.”

“Luke, I am Carlos. This is Mia.” He fended
off another tire-tuber on the other side.

There was music coming from further out on
the water. Birdie pointed, “Luke, Carlos, let’s paddle over
there!”

Paddling furiously with their hands and
fending off people in various stages of inebriation, they reached a
trio with a guitar, flat drum and a nose flute playing Nazcal
music. Birdie puckered up and whistled counterpoint. Luke clapped
and wagged his head. Carlos wrinkled up his face, “What music is
this?”

“What music you like, Senor?” retorted the
guitar player.

“Spanish, or Mexican. You play those?”

“Of course.” The trio launched into Te
Quiero Dijiste (Magic is the Moonlight) followed by a traditional
corrida melody, La Cucaracha.

Birdie laughed and punched Luke, “They’re
good!”

Luke pushed her into the water. His tube,
unbalanced, promptly overturned, dumping him in as well. Carlos,
Mia and everyone around them laughed and cheered.

By sunset they were pretty well waterlogged,
half drunk and hungry. They returned the tube and the empty cooler,
donned baggy shirts and hiked back to the campground. Over corned
beef hash and eggs, coffee and a mango they talked about where they
wanted to go.

“There’s a guy in Princeton that understands
that thing up there.” Luke pointed to the anomaly just setting in
the western sky amidst a purple cloudscape. “He’s checking my raw
data and my model.”

“You’re going to Princeton, New Jersey?”

“Yeah, by some devious route. Ever been
there?”

“No. Is it stuffy, I mean like full of
conceited professors?”

“Some are. Mostly it’s a nice town to live
in with an intellectual community nearby.”

Birdie did that wrinkled face thing again.
“Well, I don’t know…”

“OK, Birdie, where do you plan to go?”
No commitment, no harm.

“I was kind of headed to Key West. You know,
it’s at the end of everything. Has to be full of characters.”

Luke wavered, swallowed hard and made
another choice. It’s just a ride,
dammit.

“We can do both. Let’s go to visit Professor
Carnasen and then head south. What do you think?”

She studied him for a long minute, focusing
her hazel eyes on his. “Yeah, I decided. I’m gonna ride with you,
Luke.”

Yeah, just a
ride.

Luke blinked. He scratched at his beard
under his chin. He didn’t quite expect that. Maybe he secretly
hoped, but… This was a lovely, cultured woman as independent as a
golden butterfly on a summer breeze. He felt both honored and
challenged – a professor who was refused tenure, a lone rider on a
bike, essentially homeless. And there was that fire in the sky…

There was another woman in his past. Julia
wanted stability, a safe nest, a house on Coronado Cays. He could
deliver that. Then Julia wanted children, but Luke was pre-occupied
with his discovery. Julia wanted luxuries. Luke didn’t get the
tenure. It wasn’t enough for her. Would it be any better this
time?

Birdie was independent. This wasn’t a
pre-arranged date. There was no house-with-mortgage on his back or
in his future. Birdie was a fellow traveler on the road.

Luke had no words. He just sat there,
open-mouthed. Birdie got up, went over and kissed him. It was a
kind of promise, an acknowledgment of a shared ailment: white line
fever. They would ride together. They would ride wherever.

Luke, you’re an idiot.
This is the slippery slope to a relationship, you fool.

The next morning they were on U.S. 25 toward
Dallas.


Chapter 6 - Speed Trap

The New Mexico highway was arrow-straight
and very fast. Traffic moved at 75 MPH. Much to his surprise,
Birdie had no trouble keeping up. She got right up beside him, gave
him the finger-on-the-nose sign, and they did a roll-on. Much to
Luke’s surprise, the little Triumph Tiger was the faster bike.

Turbulent wind roared in Luke’s ears and he
could see Birdie’s loose hair spiraling into tangles. They were
quickly over 100. Luke could see Birdie’s helmet buffeting in the
hurricane-strength wind. They slowed down enough to keep the
hurricane down to a more comfortable level. Luke set the cruise
control at 65, exactly what the speed sign indicated. They rode on
in caravan mode, Luke on the outside of the lane, Birdie following
but on the inside of the lane, both wearing big grins.

Luke’s brain slowed to a less turbulent
speed as well. The miles hummed by. The sound of the bike, the
freedom of the open air, the lack of a time schedule, it all fed
his contentment. In his right mirror he could see Birdie. He looked
at her often and smiled every time.

Signs announced the approach to Abilene.
Luke gave Birdie the hand signal for “gas stop”, a hand across his
throat. He watched for an exit with a gas station.

Suddenly a cop jumped out from behind a
billboard, whistling and pointing. Luke obediently pulled over, put
down his kickstand and waited for the cop to swagger over. Officer
Clay wore a tan uniform and a Texas-style brimmed hat with a badge.
He had that swagger perfected, one hand on his service pistol, the
other on his hip.

“You in a hurry there, buddy?”

“Nope. Just poking along.”

“License, registration and insurance card,
please.” Officer Clay took the papers back to his cruiser, hidden
in the bushes. He walked around the bike for the license plate.
“Nice bike. How did you afford a nice ride like this?”

Luke wasn’t about to volunteer any more
information. “With my job.”

He came back and started writing a ticket.
“Doing 65 in a 35 mile per hour zone.”

Birdie got off her bike and came over.
“What’s this for?”

“Get out of here, girl, or I’ll write you a
ticket as well.”

Birdie pointed to Luke, “We ride
together.”

Wrong thing to say.

Officer Clay grinned, “You just admitted to
speeding. $350 fine. Pay or come back and see the county
judge.”

“We weren’t speeding. We were doing the
limit posted on the sign.”

“Tell it to the judge when you come back in
30 days.” The cop looked at Birdie, looked at Luke’s bike and got a
glint in his eye. He still hadn’t handed back Luke’s license and
papers.

“You got any drugs or marijuana on you,
buddy?”

“No, officer.”

“I’ll need to look in those saddlebags.”

Luke knew his rights, “I do not give you
permission to search my personal luggage,” he looked down at the
officer’s badge, “Officer Clay.”

Birdie came over to stand by Luke. “What’s
this about?”

“Get out of here, lady, or I’ll write you a
ticket of your own.”

Birdie pointed to Luke again, “I’ve been
riding with him and we were both at the speed limit, Officer.”

“Sign’s right back there, lady - 35 miles
per hour.”

Birdie looked in the direction he pointed.
There was a small forest of signs around a wooden telephone pole.
She walked back the fifty paces and looked. Sure enough there was a
“Speed Limit 35” sign behind the telephone pole, along with a
Rotary and a Moose Lodge sign and a few advertisements. Another
sign said “Atopia. Population 1500”. The speed limit sign was
perforated by many holes. Walking around the back of the sign she
saw the punctured edges.

Back when she was about 13, her uncle, who
owned a vineyard near Sacramento, gave her a heavy but lovely Henry
.22 caliber lever action carbine. They spent days plinking cans and
odd items, enough to recognize the hole a .22 bullet made. Someone
had taken exception to the speed limit sign. None of the others
were perforated. The speed limit sign was not visible from the
approaching highway. The telephone pole blocked the view.

She took a few pictures with her cell phone
and walked back. Luke and the cop, Officer Clay, were still
deadlocked on the issue of his saddlebags. “…NO, I do not give you
permission to search my saddlebags.”

“Open them for inspection or I’ll cuff you
and take you down to the lock-up, haul your bike and tear it down
for drugs.”

Just then a dozen riders on Harleys rode up,
stopped and got off their bikes. Among then were Sam and Franky
from the Winterhaven Wa-Wa.

Franky, a lanky fellow with a long white
beard and a bandanna tied around his head yelled over to a guy with
his beard tied in strands with paracord, “Sam, it’s the guy with
the vintage Indian.” The big guy, Sam strode over, ponderous as
bear, with Franky at his side.

“Still working this illegal speed trap,
Clay?”

“Police business – clear the area!” shouted
Officer Clay, but with a tremor in his voice. He was outnumbered.
He plucked the microphone from his shoulder and called for
backup.

“What’s he trying to pull on you, Luke. Luke
is it? Did I remember right?” Sam bellied right in front of Officer
Clay.

“He wants to go through my saddlebags. I
spent too much time packing them. I don’t want to have them strewn
all over the street.”

“Don’t blame ya.” He faced the cop, “Clay,
you got reasonable suspicion?”

Officer Clay was getting red in the face and
his lower lip protruded in a stubborn pout, “Butt out, Sam, this is
a police stop.”

At that moment a second, brand new police
cruiser pulled up, lights flashing. The lettering on its side said
“Police Supervisor”.

Another dozen or so riders, mostly Harleys,
pulled up for the show. They revved their engines and hooted. The
supervisor took Officer Clay aside and they talked for a while.
Luke was out of earshot.

“Sam, what’s this about?” Luke asked.

“Revenue raising for a town that has nothing
much to offer. See those fancy police cruisers? How do you think a
town this size can afford them?”

“So it’s a shakedown?”

“Yeah. Here comes a long-haired guy by
himself on a nice bike. Probably smokes weed, maybe more. Maybe
plant a spiff. Confiscate the bike by civil asset forfeiture. Next
day it goes up on Marshall’s sale at ten cents on the dollar. Clay
here, or one of his confederates, buys it.”

“How do you know all this, Sam?”

Frank butted in, “Sam here is the town
lawyer.”

An overweight woman on a pink Honda rode up,
put two fingers in her mouth and produced a shrieking whistle. She
was dressed in pink, pink boots, pink gloves, her bike had pink
tassels and pink fringes.

“Ho, Gertie!” greeted Franky.

Gertie pulled up her top and flashed the two
cops. The Harley riders hooted and howled. The supervising cop did
a face palm.

It took a while for the pandemonium to quiet
down. Gertie was long gone. The supervising cop came back to Luke,
took the ticket from his hand and gave him back his papers. The cop
scribbled on the ticket, muttered something about a circus, got in
his cruiser and drove off, leaving Officer Clay standing on the
road, flatfooted and red in the face.

“Ride with us through Dallas, Luke. Better
for ya.” Sam offered.

And they did just that. Forty-some odd
Harleys in cavalcade formation with an Indian and a Triumph in
their middle rode through Dallas without a challenge.


Chapter 7 - Texas Forever

Route 20 rolls on through Texas forever, or
for longer than the hardiest gluteus maximus can hold out.

Fences along the highway were piled with
windrows of tumbleweed. When the prevailing westerly winds reached
roaring strength, the tumbleweeds raced him down the road.

Luke’s former enthusiasm for the long ride
was already diminished by the encounter with Officer Clay. His ass
was paralyzed. He was amazed that Birdie had not given him a signal
that she was ready to stop. He didn’t want this to be an endurance
contest, but there was an element of machismo involved.

He was saved by a billboard advertising
Buford’s Big Texas Roadhouse. Buford’s big, beefy face with a Texas
cattleman’s hat promised a cold beer and a rare steak. Luke
signaled and they rode in. The other bikes parked randomly among
Ford and Chevvy trucks, Hummers and Mercedes was a good sign. The
$350 speeding ticket he was rescued from rattled around in his
pocket like loose change.

It took him a while to swing one leg over
the bike and stand up. He slapped his butt and did a few squats.
Birdie just hopped off, grinning, but even she was walking a bit
bowlegged.

“Aaah. Feels like I just won the Iron Butt
race.” Luke complained.

“Is there such a thing?”

“Sure as Bigfoot and unicorns, Birdie.”
Actually, he vaguely remembered that it was a thing.

“You treating me to dinner, cowboy? Is this
a date?”

Luke looked at her and grinned, “You bet,
Birdie girl. Cold beer and Buford’s Prime Beef.”

“My man!” Birdie grabbed his proffered arm
and they sauntered through the swinging doors. The place was
jammed. The receptionist was handing out numbered twinkle disks to
the waiting couples and families. Country western music filled the
spaces between conversations. Big screen TV’s decorated the
walls.

“Hey, there’s two seats at the bar. Can we
sit there?” Luke called out.

“Why sure, honey!” She handed him two menus
and they scrambled up onto high stools somewhat less comfortable
than the saddles on their bikes.

A bar tender in a crop top and tights
swabbed the bar in front of them and yelled over the TV newscast,
“What’ll you have?”

“Corona on tap?”

“Of course!”

“A pitcher?” Luke glanced at Birdie, who
nodded, “Can we get a pitcher?”

“Sure thing!” The pitcher and two glasses
were promptly served up. They both ordered Texas T-Bone Steaks,
fries, salad with vinaigrette dressing.

“I’ll be damned, Birdie, we like the same
food.”

“That’s a good sign, Luke, for when you cook
for us.”

It took Luke a moment to parse that. First,
Birdie expected him to do the cooking. That needed some discussion.
Second, like a truncheon to the side of his head, he realized it
meant she expected to play house with him. This was getting
serious!

“Birdie! Are you really…” but she was
pointing furiously to the TV.

“…And in news of the absurd, Dr. Lucen
DiPietro, an astrophysicist, was ridiculed by his peers at the
University of California, San Diego, for a paper describing the end
of the universe. According to Professor DiPietro, who was recently
refused tenure at the University, a reddish object in the
constellation of Taurus in the vicinity of an old supernova is the
sign of a process that will destroy the entire universe. He calls
it a “bubble of nucleation”. Howard Smith, astronomer at the
Scripps Observatory, calls this idea irresponsible and premature.
Smith, who also chairs the USCD review committee, rejected
DiPietro’s paper.”

The screen showed a stock head shot of Luke,
minus his new beard, about two feet across. His eyes had the look
of feverish insanity, or maybe it was just dogged stubbornness.

Birdie stared from the TV to the man beside
her. Those eyes looked angry.

“Wow!” was all she said.

Luke fumed quietly and sucked down another
beer. Other people at the bar were pointing in his direction, beard
or no beard.

“Do you want to go somewhere else,
Luke?”

“No, dammit.” He gulped more beer.

Concerned, she did not know whether to talk
to him about it or …. She decided to change the subject. “Where do
you want to go from here, Luke?”

“Princeton. I’ve got to talk to Carnasen at
the Princeton Institute. He’s the only one who actually understood
my analysis of the data.”

“I’ll ride with you, Luke. You understand
that?”

Luke gave Birdie the strangest look. She
could not determine whether it was suffering or love. She just
pried his hand off the pitcher and held it.

“Luke, there’s a motel next door. Let’s call
it a day and share a room?”

Right this moment he needed her. No commitment, no harm? Fuck that!

She watched his expression change. Now that
was a look she understood!


Chapter 8 - Nucleation

Luke, blissful after sex, pulled on his
pants and boots and went outside to secure the gear on their
motorcycles. The night was dark and full of crickets. A plague of
grasshoppers jumped away from every bootfall. Dust coated the paint
and chrome on both bikes. Luke lugged in everything that might walk
off and piled it on the floor of the motel room.

Birdie was still under the covers, naked.
She watched him. He stripped off his jeans and boots, threw back
the thin blanket and sheet, and got in beside her. They fitted
their bodies together like reciprocal parts in an exotic
biology.

“Luke,” she whispered, “please talk to me
about it.”

“It’s abstract physics, Birdie. And…no one
believes me anyway.”

“I really, really want to know, Luke. You
don’t seem like the kind who goes off half-cocked. Please?”

Luke sighed, “Space isn’t empty, Birdie,
even when there is nothing in it.”

“Is this going to make my head hurt?”

“Do you want me to stop?”

“No. I’m sorry. Go on.”

“Even empty space is full of fields, one for
each of the four basic forces.”

“Four forces?”

“Gravity. Electricity and magnetism –
they’re the same field. The strong nuclear force – that’s what
holds together atoms. The weak force – that what’s involved in some
kinds of radiation. Except for gravity, all those fields are zero
in a vacuum. They have zero energy. And gravity is very weak.”

Birdie was frowning, but didn’t
interrupt.

“Well, there’s actually a fifth field. We
call it the Higgs field. Think of it as invisible molasses. It
gives matter mass. A particle moving through the Higgs field
experiences resistance as if it were plowing through molasses.
That’s inertia. The Higgs particle is a knot in the Higgs field.
Also, the Higgs field makes sure nothing with mass exceeds the
speed of light.”

“Umm. I’ve heard of the Higgs particle.”

“You have? That helps.”

“Not much.” Birdie complained.

“Anyhow the Higgs field is different. Its
normal state is not at zero. The energy in the Higgs field is
higher than zero in the vacuum state. It’s like every cubic foot of
space has Higgs energy, even when it’s empty.”

“Ummm.”

Luke took that as a sign of understanding
and plunged on. “It wasn’t always that way. In the big bang there
was no Higgs field and particles had no rest mass at all. The
vacuum state was at true zero. Without mass there could be no
stars, no planets, no galaxies, no life, no bodies…” He squeezed
the silky body next to him.

“Umm Ahh Umm.”

“Symmetry was broken. It happened
spontaneously. Then particles had mass and atoms, nebulae and stars
formed.”

“Stars!” whispered Birdie.

“Problem is, the Higgs energy is metastable,
like a marble resting in the crown of a Mexican hat. Tip the hat a
little and the marble rolls into the brim.”

“Mexican hat?”

“Yeah. The marble releases energy. Imagine a
zillion, zillion marbles, all cascading into a lower energy state.
It would be a phase change, like water vapor turning into rain, or
water becoming ice. Lots of energy released.”

“That part I understand.”

“If you cool pure water very slowly you can
get it down below freezing and it’s still liquid.”

“Yeah, I know that, too.”

“But when you drop a tiny ice crystal into
it, bam! It all freezes solid in an instant. The supercooled water
is metastable. That crystal is the nucleation event.”

“OK.”

“What I showed you in the sky just above
Taurus is a nucleation bubble. But this nucleation is for the
collapse of the Higgs field.”

“That means…no more anything?”

“Yep.”

Birdie sat up and looked him in the eye,
“Luke, you’re really serious? This is the end?”

Luke shrugged.

“But there has to be a way out. I mean,
maybe underground, or deep in the ocean.”

“Nope. There won’t be any ground. Or
ocean.”

“But…well, how much time do we have?”

“The anomaly I measured is one hundred
twenty thousand light years away. That means it happened well after
the dinosaurs died out, about the time Neanderthal still lived with
Homo Sapiens. If I’m right, it’s on its way.”

“Oh, but maybe a hundred thousand years to
get here?”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

Birdie bounced up and down, “You lout! You
had me really worried! A hundred thousand years! Our children’s
children’s children will be just famous memories by then!” She beat
him with a pillow.

“Wait, what children?”

“I’m not on birth control, cowboy!”

She rolled him over and got on top.


Chapter 9 - Bankhead National Forest

Eventually, Texas ended and they were in
Louisiana. The highway signs began to announce Shreveport, where
they would cross the Red River. A few more nights spent cuddling in
motels, a few more mornings waking up to coffee and the realization
that he was no longer alone. The sight of his bike, loaded with
everything he needed and ready to ride. It passed in a dream,
neither joyous nor threatening, just a new rhythm and a new
life.

At the bridge span on the river Luke’s
odometer read 1712 miles.

They crossed the mighty Mississippi at
Vicksburg on the old Vicksburg trestle bridge. The muddy brown
water, almost a mile wide, showed turbulent rapids downstream from
the bridge and a few long barges with pusher tugs, diesel engines
moaning against the flow of the current.

The sign read “Welcome to Mississippi”. They
had crossed another state.

They stopped, tourists with a vision of
history. This was a place where bison, by the tens of thousands,
crossed North America’s largest river in an endless herd. Except
for the view of Old Man River, rolling on towards the South, the
welcome center was an undistinguished brick building with an ersatz
portico and rest rooms.

“Birdie, let’s get off US 20. It’s
boring.”

“I agree. Map time!”

They spread out the paper map of
Southeastern USA and traced highways.

“If we go up north a bit the terrain gets
more interesting. We can head toward the Smokey Mountains.” Luke
put a finger on the map. It covered a portion of a sprawling
national park. “Let’s head for Bankhead National Forest”.

Maybe the scenery would relieve the pall of
eventual doom.

The ride northwest from Birmingham, Alabama
grew better by the mile.

Waterfalls and forests, sycamore, oak, fir,
pine, an occasional sweet gum tree or hickory, streams flowing cold
with snow melt – Bankhead is an oasis of nature in a land of
artifice. At least some of that artifice, twisty two-lane roads,
were intrusions well appreciated by Luke and Birdie.

They pitched camp in a pine grove near
Brushy Creek and rented kayaks for a few days. They secured their
bikes and loaded the camping gear into the kayaks. Their waterproof
baggage, bungeed across the decks, held their perishables and
clothing. Brushy ran a Class 2 rapids down to its intersection with
Sipsey Fork, where they grounded and pitched camp again. Scrub jays
and crows swooped down to steal scraps of food. Deer came to the
stream to drink. Turkeys- a gobbler, two hens and a jake- strutted
in the ferns nearby.

In the frost of early morning Birdie wrapped
her fine, long limbs around Luke and was more than welcome. In the
evenings, the forest obscured any sight of Taurus.

He pulled put his Life Watch. He still
hadn’t revealed it to Birdie. It read 57 years. The end of the
universe could damn well wait.

After a few days of bliss, Birdie watched
Luke become restless and begin to pace in the camp clearing.

“Luke, honey, it’s not coming for us. It’s
very, very far away.”

Luke looked at her like he was torn between
running away and throwing himself on the ground in a fit. “I…I’m
sorry, lover. I’m really trying not to ruin your time here. I’ve
never been in such a gorgeous spot with the girl I love. I…”

“Shhh. Just come here. Sit beside me.”

A chipmunk popped out of his burrow, looked
alarmed and scampered into the ferns. Luke poked another twig into
the small cooking fire.

“You know, when I was about 6 years old my
parents, well, really my mother, insisted on giving me piano
lessons. I didn’t want to sit in a room practicing piano exercises
and scales. I wanted to be outside, playing in the tree, jumping
into the hayloft, running through the woods with our dogs. I hated
piano lessons. So I talked to my father. Argued, really. He said he
understood and would take care of the problem with my mother. I was
sooo relieved! Nothing happened for a day and I got more and more
nervous. Finally, my mother came to me and told me I didn’t have to
take piano lessons anymore. But now that I had all that free time,
I was expected to milk the cows and help clean the house. It was
only fair, she said. I must have put on quite a scowl. So she said,
well, how about if you try both and see which you like better?”

“You’re parents were wiser than mine,” Luke
admitted. “So what then?”

“I fell in love with Malagueña.”

“Malagueña? The music?” Luke had almost
forgotten that Birdie was a classical concert pianist.

“Yeah. It goes like this: dadarump, dadarump
rump rump, dadarump dadarump dad um. And then there is this
arpeggio.” She tried to sing the arpeggio. That did not work.

“I always liked that too.” Luke moved a
little closer to Birdie.

“But it was way, way harder than I could
play and it had chords that my little fingers couldn’t reach.”
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