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Dedicated to Jordanand


Matao, Madelyn, Lucy, Hannah, Nicole, Leila, Matia, Kian, Leon, Nina, Nicole, Aaron, Eli, Ryan, Caroline, Kellan, Hale, Carter, Brooklyn, Justin, Wilson, Blake, Madison, Chloe, Christian, Oliver, Lucille, Liliana, Aviva, Sam, Lila, Kieran, Zoe, Josephine, Marigold, Isaiah, Maddox, Hendrix, Evelyn, Colton, Emma, Ardea, Julia, Jillian, Jackie …


and all the world’s children and their children’s children—seven generations from now









The following story and characters are fictional, but the book uses scientific facts, historical documents, and legal precedence as the basis for a new society in the future that achieves world peace, justice, and verdant sustainability.


Documents referenced in the book include the Constitution of the United States (1787), the United States Bill of Rights (1791), amendments to the United States Constitution (1794–1992), the Treaty for the Renunciation of War (1928), the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), and the Parliament of the World’s Religions’ fifth directive (2018). These unabridged historical documents are included in the back of the book along with historical photographs and notes from the author.


There is also a timeline of fictional events and characters, an imagined Universal Bill of Rights and Responsibilities, a set of provocative discussion questions, an about-the-author page and interview, and acknowledgments pages.












TIMELINE OF FICTIONAL EVENTS AND CHARACTERS






TTB = The Time Before


AGC = After The Great Change










	

1967 TTB




	

Birth of Ruth’s brother, Gaylord Sr.













	

1969 TTB




	

Birth of Ruth









	

1984 TTB




	

Birth of Mia’s parents









	

1985 TTB




	

Birth of Ruth’s sister—Gabe’s deceased mother









	

1985 TTB




	

Birth of Marq









	

1987 TTB




	

Birth of Joyce









	

2007 TTB




	

Birth of Sam, Marq’s oldest son by his first marriage









	

2016 TTB




	

Birth of Kate, Zen, Gabe, and Mia









	

2022 TTB




	

Marriage of Marq and Joyce









	

2023 TTB




	

Birth of Grace









	

2033 TTB




	

Approximate birth of Little Bird









	

2040 TTB




	

Gabe and Mia’s moon marriage









	

2042




	

The Great Change









	

2042




	

First child of Gabe and Mia is born at sea









	

2042




	

Universal Bill of Rights and Responsibilities is signed by world leaders









	

2045 AGC




	

Birth of Gabe and Mia’s daughter









	

2093 AGC




	

Birth of Le, Gabe and Mia’s great granddaughter









	

2109 AGC




	

Little Bird passes away









	

2142 AGC




	

The world celebrates One Hundred Years of Peace


























PART I:

THE TIME BEFORE









“The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”


—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.
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Chapter 1:

THE HISTORY OF THE FUTURE







The clatter of something falling in the library startled Joyce, who was in the kitchen making a cup of tea. She went to investigate. Through the old wavy glass panes of the French doors that separated the library from the rest of the timeworn house, she saw a large book lying facedown in the middle of the room.


It was a completely quiet afternoon—not a breath of wind outside, no music playing inside. No one else was in the house besides her daughter Grace, home from school sick, sleeping in her bedroom. Their cat, Plato, curled in his favorite library chair, seemed unconcerned by the noise or the large book on the floor.


Most of the books, antiques, odd collections, and curiosities in the library had come with the house when Joyce and her husband, Marq, bought it. A condition of the sale had been that Joyce and Marq be willing to take everything in the house along with the house itself. The previous owner, an old man, had left everything when he disappeared. Apparently “everything in the house” included the cat, for he’d insisted on staying too. Joyce had named him Plato because of his habit of holding his tail upright, in the shape of a question mark.


Joyce looked around the library. She suspected that had anyone attempted to remove the stacks of books inside, the entire room would have collapsed like a house of cards. It was filled, ceiling to floor. Books lined the walls and occupied every crack and cranny that wasn’t stuffed with unusual collections and strange artifacts left behind by the old man—seashells from distant shores, maps of faraway places, fossils of leaves and insects, birds’ nests of various species, and tiny colored glass bottles whose former contents she could only guess at.


The book in the center of the library floor was large and hardbound.


Joyce wasn’t a believer in “signs”—but now, there was a book lying facedown in the middle of the room. Maybe a sign. But what does it mean? She walked in hesitantly. Peering down the hallway toward Grace’s room, she could see her daughter’s door was shut and that there was no one in the library—besides the sleeping cat.


Joyce looked up, half expecting to see a hole in the ceiling.


She turned the book over.


“The History of the World” was scrolled in elaborate gold-leaf cursive across the front. The finely woven cloth was the color of a ripe plum. She ran her hand over the cover. It wore no jacket. She definitely didn’t recognize this book.


Where did it come from? How did it get to the middle of the floor? Joyce pondered this for a moment.


She was an avid collector of used books, especially history books. She was sure she hadn’t picked it up in any of her travels up and down the rows of half-empty bookshelves that now occupied the dark corners and back rooms of what were once thriving bookstores and libraries; she would remember it if she had.


It must have come with the house, she decided.


Joyce went quietly down the hallway and cracked open the door to her daughter’s room. Grace was sleeping soundly, her tight curls spread around her head on the pillow like a bright halo. Joyce went back to the library.


Her hands shook a little as she felt behind a set of old leather-bound encyclopedias. She had two secrets; smoking was one of them.


“Ahh,” Joyce sighed audibly. Behind volume VII—giraffe to hieroglyphic—she found a pack of cigarettes. One dry, lonely cigarette rattled around in the light cardboard box, like a slightly loony inmate in solitary confinement—for everyone’s good.


She plucked it out.


I should take this outside to hide the smell, she thought as she lit it right there in the library.


She looked around the room at all the books. She was a reader. That was her job, to read—but it was also her passion. She took a nervous puff of the cigarette and cracked the window open. Then she knelt down on the threadbare carpet. The old-growth fir floor under the worn rug groaned slightly. Joyce’s knees creaked back a reply. She opened the cover and turned to the first of the onionskin-thin pages, crisp in her fingers. Smoke and a bit of dust circled her head as she leaned close to read the delicate print.


THE HISTORY OF THE WORLD


To the Best of Our Knowledge


Researched and Compiled for the Hall of Records by


The World Council Committee for Remembrance


Published 2200


Published in 2200? That seems unbelievable! She shook her head.


But then again … the book had appeared out of nowhere. And Joyce was not above thinking there were things that she didn’t know or understand, things about the workings of time and the universe no one could explain.


She turned to the table of contents.




	THE TIME BEFORE



	Plants and Animals


	The Oceans and the Sky


	Civilizations from the Past


	Gifts from the Past








	THE GREAT CHANGE



	What Is Known of the Evolution


	Survivors’ Stories








	Founding Principles



	Constitution


	Universal Bill of Rights and Responsibilities


	Declarations of Independence








	Appendices



	Illustrations


	Maps


	Index











Plato jumped off of the chair where he had been napping and came to investigate too. He curled his long tail around his feet as he sat upright, watching her. His long white whiskers twitched as he bent to sniff the pages. He was black with white paws and a white chest. One small white patch hovered above his left eye, giving him the appearance that he was always raising an eyebrow at the happenings around him. To Joyce, he looked like a butler wearing white gloves, ready to receive guests at a formal dinner party.


Or ready to go around the house checking for dust, she thought. He’d definitely find plenty in here.


As the smoke from her cigarette rose into her eyes, she scolded herself—I really should quit—and stubbed the cigarette out in what was a clumsy attempt at a clay “bowl,” now turned ashtray, she had made in a pottery class one Saturday afternoon. Embarrassed by her creation that was more like a round brick or a paperweight than a bowl, she tucked the pottery back in its hiding place behind the encyclopedias. She never came close to mastering the potter’s wheel. Of course, it was only a three-hour class. Her expectations might have been too high.


Joyce retrieved her lukewarm tea from the kitchen. But when she returned to the library the book was open to a new spot. She looked at Plato who was innocently licking one white paw with a pink tongue. The big book now revealed the section titled “Survivors’ Stories.” Joyce settled down on the cracked green leather chair with the book. The cat joined her, seemingly reading over her shoulder.




Under the starlit sky the children huddled close together, both for warmth and to be close to the presence of “Grandmother,” as she was lovingly called by her community (and as all respected aging women were known). However, this Grandmother was special, for she moved throughout the daylight seasons surrounded by birds—small brown wrens, swallows, bright yellow finches, and, of course, her crow, Darkness, who was always near her. Some even called her Little Bird.


Tonight, Darkness rested on her left shoulder. His iridescent black feathers flickered in the firelight. He was her constant companion, as a crow had been since her arrival in the colony with her third family after The Great Change.


Darkness accepted the small gifts of food the children brought. This was a night of a Telling. The children came early to Tellings, for they knew they would not get to stay long. Only the adults and the oldest among them would get to hear the whole story.


“Tell us of The Time Before,” the children’s voices chanted musically.


Grandmother’s features were strong, but her expression was gentle. Her hands, resting peacefully in her lap, were curled like old talons, but her eyes were sharp on either side of her beak-like nose.


“Yes, tonight I will tell of The Time Before, and then one last time of The Great Change and my arrival at the colony.”


Le, a bright-eyed girl of sixteen known for her keen memory, sat closest to Grandmother. Grandmother touched Le’s shoulder. “May you always live in the light of love,” she said to Le, glancing up also at the other children in the circle, their faces lit by the fire’s glow. Le’s hands gracefully moved in the air, interpreting for the crowd that had gathered from far and wide to hear Grandmother’s epic saga.


“This is not an easy story to tell, and it is even harder to hear. So go away now and think the happy thoughts of children,” Grandmother said, and Le signed her words fluidly. Grandmother waited as several of the older children whispered to the younger ones to go on to bed, now that they had fed their treats to Darkness. It was not yet their time to hear this tale.


Le sent her brother off with the other youngsters. She promised to tell him the story one day, when he was old enough, for she knew she was now the Keeper of this story. Grandmother stroked the soft feathers along Darkness’s back. Then, taking out a drum and closing her eyes, she began to tap it softly, singing under her breath:







Yene o‘ti Maa koo


Hene Hene hono Yoko he Ashi kono kaa


Heya kana Wa‘a ana Omi yori


Weyee kaw …







The sun, just below the horizon, cast a strange light upon the gathering. Before the Telling was over, it would nearly circle the sky.


The flames reached up like lively dancers into the night, lighting up the faces of the crowd. As Grandmother’s drumming subsided, everyone leaned forward. No one wanted to miss this last chance to hear her tell the story.


Grandmother’s song had been a combination of birdcalls and words no one understood, in a language no one any longer spoke. But her ancient song ended with lyrics and gestures everyone knew.


Her voice floated like an ageless river over smooth rocks as she chanted:







Water, water, cleanse my mind,


Make me peaceful, make me kind.


Water, water, cleanse my soul,


Make me peaceful, make me whole.







As she repeated the song a second time, everyone joined in, their voices filling the night air.





Joyce took a sip of her tea and looked at the grandfather clock, its back against the wall. She needed to get on with her day, but the story had already caught her imagination. She read on.




“With time,” Grandmother said, “the memories have become easier to bear, but no one ever really forgets, for memories are stored deep in the body.”


A tear traced its way down one of the many valleys of Grandmother’s wrinkled face.


“In The Time Before The Great Change, the oceans were cool and waves lapped on the sandy shores of my faraway island. The sea around my home was full of giant turtles and bright-colored fish. Dolphins swam in great pods. Huge whales breached and splashed, frolicking with their babies in the turquoise waters.”


No one but Grandmother remembered these creatures, but most had seen the pictures in the Hall of the Ancient Ones, next to the Hall of Records. They were framed alongside the condors, with their mighty wingspans, and the white bear, fabled to have lived on something hard and cold called ice. Pictures were all that remained of many animals and plants.


“Lots of fish swam in the ocean near our home. We caught them in nets and hauled them into our boats to eat and sell. The sky above was deep blue. White clouds gathered in the afternoons and gentle rains fell, washing the green leaves so they sparkled when the sun came back out.


“My family farmed and hunted. We grew rice and taro. Papa and my older brothers tracked wild boars. We gathered ripe fruits from the trees. I would stand on the ground as my brothers climbed up and dropped mangoes and papayas down for me to catch. Sometimes I didn’t catch them and they fell to the earth and broke open, revealing their juicy orange flesh and black seeds.


“Back then my island had many thousands of birds. At dawn’s light they would begin to sing. I remember lying in bed as a child listening to them through the open window of the little room I shared with my sister. The birds would perch in the thick leaves of the green trees outside and call to one another that the day was beginning.


“In The Time Before, people on my island laughed. Food was plentiful and life was good. But there was also fighting and arguing—especially just before the end.


“Then The Great Change came. It happened slowly at first, like the coming of dusk.


“My small island became hotter, the waters warmer. My family began to stay inside during the day to escape the worst of the heat. We waited for the sun to go down so we could go outside again. My older brothers and my sister and I began to sleep outdoors under the tree in our yard. That is my first memory of the stars. I peeked up at them and they back at me between the dancing leaves and branches that swayed in the evening breeze. We would all lie together under the tree—our heads in a circle, our feet pointed in four directions like a compass. My siblings would tell stories until my eyes grew heavy. As sleep overcame me, I would nestle close to my sister, making us not quite a perfect compass any longer.


“Sometimes hard rains came unexpectedly, driving us indoors. My family huddled in the dark as a fury of wind roared in through the cracks around the windows. My grandfather sat in a corner and prayed.


“Floods began to wash away hillsides. Windstorms ripped roofs off of neighbors’ houses and toppled trees. Long periods without rain would follow.


“After too many months with no rain, the trees and plants began to change. The silversword plants in our yard, with their soft green-gray leaves, shriveled and then simply were no more. Some of the trees put out great fruits, and the people thought this was a good omen. They did not understand that this was the trees’ last effort at life.


“High tides crept into low fields. Shorelines started to erode. But it was only when the beautiful seaside houses began to wash away that the rich and powerful took notice. The water that came out of the faucet in our kitchen no longer tasted sweet and good.”





Looking up from the pages in front of her, Joyce remembered the date on the first page of the book. Was it possible that the story she was reading was true—that it was really the story of someone from the future who was alive during something called “The Time Before” and who had lived through something else called “The Great Change”?


Disturbed, she shut the book. She hoped this wasn’t the future. But the way the book had come to her—falling out of nowhere and onto her library floor—had her spooked. What if it really is from the future?


She shook the thought out of her head. There are other things to do, she reminded herself. I’ll go out for a short walk. Make up for that cigarette. Forget about this book.


She wrote a note for Grace, opened the door to her room, and soundlessly left it next to her on the bedside table. Plato slipped into the bedroom behind her. He jumped up onto the bed and curled at Grace’s feet.


Joyce shut the door tightly on her way out as she told herself, I won’t be gone too long.













Chapter 2:

THE BOOK OF GRACE







Grace reached for her glasses on the bedside table and held up the note:




Back soon. Out for a walk.


—MOM.





Plato watched with one brow lifted above a green eye as she got up to go to the kitchen. Grace could almost but not quite reach the cupboard over the sink. She pushed a stool against the counter and stepped up to get a glass. She filled it with water and took a long drink. The house was quiet. Everyone was gone.


When she returned to her room, Plato was still on her bed, but he was curled on top of a large purple book. That’s weird, she thought; she hadn’t noticed it there on her way to the kitchen. She couldn’t imagine where it had come from.


Maybe Mom left it for me to read. Well, I need something to do anyway, she figured. She wasn’t allowed electronics if she was missing school. She nudged Plato off the book. “The History of the World” was written in large letters across the cover.


Grace liked school—well, mostly. She liked her fourth-grade teacher, and he liked history. And her mom had been a history major in college. As many times as they moved, they always packed the boxes of history books and brought them along.


Maybe this book came from one of those boxes.


When she was younger, before she could read herself, her father had often skipped to the end of the books he was reading to her. So, like him, she frequently started books at the back, too. She opened the big book on her bed toward the end.


Plato touched his cold black nose to Grace’s arm, sending a small shiver down her spine. As she started to read, he settled down on the pillow next to her and began to purr.




In the spring of 2142, the world prepared to celebrate one hundred years of peace. Le stepped off the boat as it silently docked alongside the wharf. Its solar-powered engines shut down. The large white sails that collected energy were already furling automatically into place. The flag of the world, the round image of Earth from space, floated in the breeze. It was the enduring symbol of the oneness of humanity and the shared commitment to stewardship of the earth.


Le had taken a vow of austerity, the same vow all public representatives took. But the basket she was carrying was still heavy. It contained documents and a few personal items, but the most important things Le carried were in her heart and mind. The documents in her basket were light in comparison to her words. As a Speaker, she was practiced in the art of remembering details. Her early work as a Keeper of stories had helped train her already-keen mind. Sometimes she wished she could forget things—it would be easier.


As Le walked down the long wharf, her indigo robe fluttered open, revealing the talking stick tucked into her belt. Stepping to the ground, she knelt alongside the other travelers. She was greeted by volunteers, young and old, who were moving among the new arrivals like honeybees. They were passing out water for the little ceremonies taking place all around her. Copies of the Universal Bill of Rights and Responsibilities were being handed out too, for those not already carrying them. A young volunteer offered Le both. She smiled and gestured her gratitude, but she only accepted the water. She was already carrying a special copy of the Universal Bill of Rights and Responsibilities—the same copy she had carried with her for over thirty years.


Kneeling on the ground, Le placed her talking stick in front of her. She poured a little of the water out onto the earth where she knelt. “To which we all belong,” she said simply.


Then she repeated the words she had said so many times, words that were being echoed around her by the other new arrivals:







Water, water, cleanse my mind,


Make me peaceful, make me kind.1


Water, water, cleanse my soul,


Make me peaceful, make me whole.







She drank a little of the water. It tasted fresh and clean and quenched her thirst. Replacing the stopper, she added the bottle to her basket and waited, still kneeling, as was the custom.


An old gentleman wearing a golden armband approached her. He supported himself on a long talking stick of finely decorated wood with elaborately carved symbols. The handle of the staff was shiny from age and use. His eyes were folded in deep pockets beneath his brow, but the centers blazed with light. His broad nose rose like a mountain from the placid plane of his kindly face. His large ears seemed to tune into everything around him. Le had a fleeting thought that she had met him before. There was something familiar about him.


“Welcome,” he gestured.


Still kneeling, Le offered her talking stick to him with both hands. Offering a talking stick in this manner in a new community was a sign of peaceful intent and informed the hosts about the traveler.


The old man looked closely at the symbols as he ran his weathered hands over the talking stick’s engraved surface. A large cat with a tail in the shape of a question mark wound itself around his feet.


As he returned the talking stick to Le, he introduced himself: “My name is Gaylord. May peace and love be with you.” His fingers moved gracefully through the gestures, despite his age.


The cat now rubbed against Le, seemingly echoing the old gentleman’s greeting.


“I am Le,” she said, rising and offering her hand.


Gaylord took her hand gently and placed it on the outside of his robe just over his heart, averting his eyes. In turn, she took his hand and guided it to rest on her cloak, just above her own heart, beating faster at the touch of a stranger.


She noted Gaylord’s pulse remained steady, quietly keeping rhythm inside the cage of his ribs. He wore a look of patient serenity. They stood together waiting for her pulse to slow, in this long important moment of nonaction. Gradually, her heart returned to a normal beat—the universally understood signal to raise their eyes and meet again, but this time no longer as the strangers they were moments earlier.


Gaylord’s long gray hair and beard were neatly trimmed and bound. Had he been standing completely upright, Le would have had to look up to see his face. But age had brought him closer to the earth. He appeared to be in a perpetual motion of bowing with gratitude. Le speculated that he was very old. Perhaps even born sometime during The Great Change.





Grace’s door opened. Her mother poked her head in.


“How are you feeling, sweetie? I brought you some crackers and … where did you get that book? Her mom asked, in a voice Grace noticed was a note higher than normal.


“It was on my bed. I thought you left it for me.”


The color ran out of her mother’s face as she hurried over and set the crackers and tea on the bedside table before taking the book and abruptly closing the cover.


“You need your rest, and this isn’t going to help you get any.”


She carried the heavy book to the dresser near the door, then went back to feel her daughter’s forehead.


“You’re still warm.”


She got a wet washcloth and laid it across Grace’s brow.


“This will help cool you off. I’ll check in on you a little later.”


“Thanks, Mom.”


Grace gratefully slid down in bed. The wet ends of the washcloth dripping onto her pillow made a cool spot for her to rest her hot cheeks.


Joyce tackled the big book on the dresser and carried it out of the room with her. She shut the door behind her and leaned her head back against the outside of the door in the hallway.


How did this book get in there? she wondered.


She eyed Plato, who was gazing up at her.


“Did you have something to do with this?” she asked the cat.


Plato just stared at her and twitched his tail from side to side, ticktock, ticktock, in rhythm with the grandfather clock she could hear innocently marking time in the library.




	___________________


	1. These lines have been attributed to the musician Hamza El Din, but after due diligence the author was unable to confirm their source.

















Chapter 3:

ALONE







Joyce carried the strangely heavy book down the hall, back to the library. Plato followed her. She put the book on the table next to the old leather chair, near the grandfather clock that continued to swing its tail, ticktock, ticktock, giving time the illusion of a predictable beat.


A half dozen books sat patiently on the table next to the big book. Joyce glanced at them—a light romantic novel from a favorite author, an older best-selling murder mystery, three books of nonfiction. She’d been plowing through them like rich soil.


She needed to get to work reading online. But she had a second secret in life: she really only loved reading real books—books printed on paper. There was something about the feel of paper. She liked the smell of books and the weight of words. In an increasingly digitized world, they offered her a kind of retreat. Real books weren’t always convenient. Yet walking into a room filled with them, she felt like she was walking into a room occupied by interesting old friends. Against her better judgment, she opened the big book again and began to read where she had left off.




Grandmother looked out at the people arriving to hear her story.


“Papa said our well was being invaded by the sea. I remember carrying my tin cup in my hand while balancing a plastic jug on my head to carry water. Grandfather stayed home, but the rest of my family ventured up into the high hills to a secret spring. My mother carried my little brother, Ammah, at the front of the thin line. My older brothers and my sister and I all walked behind her. My father, at the very back, swept our footprints away so others wouldn’t follow. I didn’t know better then, but still, even now, I think of our neighbors that died from lack of fresh water, and I am sad for my part in that.”


Grandmother began to beat the drum again, this time like a pulsing heart. Boom boom, boom boom …


“People began abandoning cars along the roads. I remember riding in one once. It went very fast. Everything went fast then. I have strange memories of giant shining machines that flew in the sky, leaving long tails of white clouds behind them. They were noisy, but not in the pleasant way of birds. They roared and I covered my ears.


“People waited at the docks. Long lines began to form whenever a boat or a barge arrived. Sometimes quarrels broke out among the people waiting. Then the supply barges stopped coming altogether.


“We were dependent upon the barges for many supplies: flour, sugar, paper, salt, cookies that came in packages wrapped in plastic that crinkled when I stole one from the bag in the kitchen. I was not always a good girl.


“Soon our fields were inundated with seawater. All the cars were abandoned, and in time they rusted over. They became home to the rats that my older brothers chased when food became so scarce.


“I remember Papa in one of our fields, only a few green shoots coming up around him, most of the crop turned to useless brown slime. He hung his head down and dropped to his knees in the putrid-smelling mud, covering his face with it as he wept.”


The drumbeat stopped.


“That is when my first family began to die. My grandfather passed first. He refused to eat, saying he had already had more than his share. I remember gathering around his bed. We took turns sitting with him. One day when I was alone with him, playing quietly on the floor with a doll so as not to disturb him, he opened his eyes.


“Looking at me, he whispered, ‘I am so sorry … please forgive me.’ I have often thought of his words and what he might have been sorry for. He died later that same day.”


Grandmother paused. Le’s hands paused as well, waiting for her to continue.


“I heard talk that this was occurring not just on my small island but everywhere, the world over. Though at the time I didn’t know about any world other than my own.


“The tree in our backyard no longer danced in the starlit sky. The leaves, like us, lay scattered at its feet.


“One day, Papa did not return from our fields. We never found out what happened to him. But now without him, there was even less help for me and my mother, my brothers, and my sister. My sister had brown doe-like eyes and long dark hair that she wore braided down her back like a thick rope. The neighbors told us she waded out into the water and simply sank below the surface. She must have had no will to live after Papa was gone and my two older brothers were killed in an argument with a villager over food gone missing.”


The drum lay silent in Grandmother’s hands while a faraway look lingered on her face, but soon she began to beat the drum again.


“The people that remained dug holes for the dead. But the rising seas soon covered the graves. As more and more people died, we simply took them to the water’s edge and let them float away on the outgoing tides. My last brother, Ammah, just a toddler, was my only sibling left. I used to dress him and play with him, pretending he was my baby. In the final days of my first family, he grew very quiet, no longer a smiling, chubby boy-child. The life went out of his eyes first.


“Ammah’s face was hollow, though his stomach was bloated. No more giggles, no more games. He lay still in my mother’s arms like a limp doll. His gaze was vacant, as if he were already no longer of this world. There was nowhere for us to take him for help. The health clinic had closed months before—there were no supplies to stock it, no people left to run it. He stopped eating the small spoonfuls of food my mother and I offered him. We dipped our fingertips in water and rubbed them against his cracking lips.


“My mother rocked him for three days, wetting his hot brow with her tears. He was so small, his arms as thin as the bare branches we sat beneath. On the last day, in the late-afternoon heat, she rocked him back and forth … back and forth … back … forth … back. She came to a complete stop. My mother and I were all that remained of our family.”


The drumming had reached a crescendo and then fallen silent, as if it, too, had struggled for life and lost.


“My little brother Ammah was dead,” Grandmother whispered. “It is strange how I remember the names of my family but not my own from The Time Before.


“We carried Ammah to the beach to set him on the sand, but by then the many decaying bodies were washing back up onto the shore. Not just our own people but others, hundreds of others with odd clothing and unfamiliar features. My mother and I decided to take his body up the mountain. We took turns carrying him into the edge of the hills. We set him in a shallow grave and covered him with heavy rocks. My mother died the next day, sitting on top of the rocks he lay under.”


The drum continued to lie silently in Grandmother’s hands.


“I covered her with the faded threadbare cloth that we had used to carry my little brother. I placed stones around the edges to hold it down in the winds that blew across her motionless body. I stayed with her as long as I could, not knowing what to do or where to go. Finally, I retreated farther up the mountain.”


Grandmother gazed at Le.


“It was then that I stopped speaking a human language altogether for a long time. Perhaps that is why I don’t remember my name from The Time Before; there was no one left to speak it.”





Joyce shut the book. She stopped her tears with both hands before they ran down her cheeks. She had to get busy. She needed to get some hours in at the publishing house she worked for. But she couldn’t stop thinking about the little girl who couldn’t remember her name. Would I forget my name, too, if there were no one left to speak it? she wondered.


She put The History of the World on the table next to the other books. But, looking down at it, she remembered how it had mysteriously traveled to her daughter’s room, so she decided to put several books on top of it. Maybe that will keep it in its place. Plato leapt up on top of the pile of books and ran one paw across his face as if to wipe his own expression away.


Joyce read online because that was one of her jobs. She read whatever the publishing company sent her. The pay wasn’t great and there were no benefits, but she got to work from home and set her own hours—and she got paid to read. She did it mostly in the mornings, as she also had a second job two evenings a week.


Plato watched from the top of the stack of books as Joyce left the library, then listened as she went up the stairs to her small office, once a large walk-in closet. He heard the clacking of the computer keys as she logged in: tip tap, tip tap.













Chapter 4:

ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF PEACE







Grace came out of her room. She wasn’t really feeling better, but she needed to stretch and get out of bed. Still in her pajamas, she wrapped a soft blanket around her shoulders and came down the hallway and into the library. The big purple book was on the chair. She glanced down. It was open to the spot near the end where she had been reading when her mother had so abruptly taken it away. Plato looked at her from his perch on the back of the library chair.


Maybe Mom changed her mind and left it out for me. She considered this for a moment, then decided, Probably not.


But she was curious about this book. She knew her mother didn’t want her to read it, but she didn’t know why. She stood at the bottom of the stairs.


Tip tap, tip tap—she could hear her mother working up in the office. She didn’t seem to know Grace was out of her room.


Plato jumped down and padded noiselessly across the floor and arched his back for rubbing. Grace ran a hand along his back and all the way to the tip of his curved tail. She settled on the floor and let the seat of the old leather chair do the work of holding the big book. Tugging the blanket close around her shoulders, she continued to read where she had left off.




“How may I be of assistance?” Gaylord signed as well as spoke. His voice was deep and soothing.


“I am a Speaker,” Le replied, “as you saw from my talking stick. I have been sent by the people for the Council Gathering of the Equinox, and of course I am here for the celebration of One Hundred Years of Peace.”


“Ahh … yes.” Gaylord smiled at her, his old eyes twinkling like bright stars in a midnight sky.


“I have been a long time coming,” she added.


She was tired, but she had enjoyed the trip. The air was fresh on the sea and she had made many friends, especially in the evenings while playing music on the decks.


“The boat was a great pleasure,” she told him.


“To be on the water is a blessing,” he agreed.


Le had visited many places she had never been before as the ship with its huge sails moved from port to port, picking up and dropping off travelers. Travel was one of the many pastimes people enjoyed in a world free from threat.


Sometimes her boat had stayed in ports several days, allowing her time to explore new communities. She was filled with joy at the kind reception she received in each place they stopped. She had participated in similar Water Greeting ceremonies upon arrival in every port the ship had come into.


“Perhaps you are hungry or in need of rest,” Gaylord proposed. “May I suggest a place near the Council Tents?”


Le nodded in agreement, although she had been well taken care of on the boat.


“My duties keep me here today, but I shall ask some of the younger among us to show you the way,” he said, his fingers moving rapidly.


He took a small bell from the pleats of his flowing white cloak and rang it softly. Several children nearby who had been passing out documents and water came running—laughing and smiling, eager to help. They gathered around him as he explained that two guides were needed to take Le to the Traveler’s House nearest the Council Tents.


Some of the older children stepped forward, volunteering.


He chose two children for the task with a touch of his hand.


Le glanced down at some of the badges the children wore with deserved pride, indicating they had begun their education in peaceful conflict resolution. If they continued their training, they could gain full status in their community as Mediators. Someday they might even become members of the Board of Elders for Conflict Resolution among the colonies.


“Greetings,” the youngsters signed, rubbing the palms of their hands together and raising their index fingers to face each other—forming an arch. All children learned sign language alongside their native tongues.


“Follow us,” they gestured.


“May I carry your basket for you?” the first asked.


Le thought of one of the documents in her basket, the Universal Bill of Rights and Responsibilities, now one hundred years old. It has withstood the test of time.


“Thank you,” Le signed back, bringing her open hand to her chest in the universally understood sign of gratitude, before gesturing that she preferred to carry her own basket but would follow.


The children bounded ahead of her—like most children, running for the sheer joy of it. Le picked up her stride.


They passed open doors from which Le recognized the unmistakable smell of freshly baked bread. Music and laughter floated down from upstairs windows as groups tuned their instruments and practiced for upcoming performances. Large painted banners in bright colors were strung in the passageways between the many tree houses, marking the parade route.


She glided along, buoyed by anticipation of the events to come: carnivals, sporting contests, concerts, games, performances, lectures, and of course the dances. The children ran ahead of her, stopping every once in a while to let her catch up.





Plato’s cold, wet nose touched Grace’s bare arm again at the sound of her mother’s footsteps at the top of the stairs. She abandoned the open book on the chair and raced down the hallway to her room, her blanket fluttering like a superhero’s cape behind her.


A few minutes later, when her mother opened the door to her bedroom, she pretended to be asleep.













Chapter 5:

“WE THE PEOPLE …”







Plato watched Joyce as she came into the library. From his perch on top of the books she had piled onto The History of the World, he eyed her with a look that reminded her of Lewis Carroll’s Cheshire Cat. Despite his grin, she was relieved to see the strange book obeying the laws of gravity, its wide purple spine sticking out several layers below Plato’s ample figure.


“You’ve been getting plenty to eat,” she said to him as she noted the extra folds of cat draping over the edges of the books.


She continued down the hallway and poked her head into Grace’s room—she was sleeping soundly. Joyce let out a soft sigh before returning to the library and her thoughts about the strange book.


It can’t really be from the future, she thought again.


And if it is somehow a history book written in 2200, how and why did it land in the middle of my library floor? If it is a sign, what does it mean?


She thought she would do some research later, to try and find out more about it, but she had decided to spend the rest of the day reading a classic novel. Something firmly set in the past.


She went into the kitchen and put a pot of water on the stove to boil, so it wouldn’t be too obvious she wasn’t doing anything productive. Just in case someone comes home early and wonders why I’m reading old books in the middle of the day.


Samuel, Marq’s oldest son, was coming home for the holiday, but he wouldn’t be here for a few days. And she didn’t expect the rest of the family to get home until dinnertime. She would make that pot of water into soup later.


She had just adjusted the heat and set the lid on the pot when there was another clatter in the library!


She rushed in from the kitchen. The book was on the library floor again—but this time it was resting like a white dove with its wings spread open—faceup.


Keeping one eye on the book and the other on Plato sniffing it, she reached a shaky hand behind volume XXI of the encyclopedias—nothing. She pulled out volume XXIII and looked behind it—nothing!


She sat on the chair and pondered the book on the floor and the contents of the library for a long moment, trying to remember where she might have hidden another cigarette.


An ancient model of a ship sailed along the top of a high glass bookcase above a locking cabinet. A collection of dry white bones and bird nests was displayed inside. A carved mask of African descent hung on the wall. Rocks, shells, and small carvings were scattered among the shelves, stacks, and rows of books.


Joyce turned her head, contemplating the opposite wall and its collection of antique bottles and figurines of animals: a deer in midleap, a bear cold and hard as the stone it was carved from, a glass miniature of a cat teetering near the edge of a shelf. There was a sculpture of a man, too, seemingly walking away into the distance. He was bent over, balancing on a wooden staff like a three-legged giraffe. She spied a lacquered box of Asian origins. She jumped up and looked inside …


Ahh! And matches too! She lit the cigarette and let herself slide into the temporary euphoria of the nicotine release.


After a moment, she turned her full attention again to the book on the floor. She slid down next to it and began to read from the open pages. Plato wedged his nose closer, as if he were reading along with her.
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