A History of the Twentieth Century, with Illustrations
a novel ette by Kim Stanl ey Robi nson

“If truth is not to be found on the shelves of the British Miseum
where, | asked nyself, picking up a notebook and a pencil, is truth?"
- VIRG NIA WOOLF

Daily doses of bright Iight markedly inprove the nmood of people
suffering
from depression, so every day at eight in the evening Frank Churchil

went
to the clinic on Park Avenue, and sat for three hours in a room
illumnated with sixteen hundred watts of white light. This was not
exactly like having the sun in the room but it was bright, about the
same
as if sixteen bare lightbulbs hung fromthe ceiling. In this case the
bul bs were probably | ong tubes, and they were hi dden behind a sheet of
white plastic, so it was the whole ceiling that gl owed.
He sat at a table and doodled with a purple pen on a pad of pink paper
And then it was el even and he was out on the wi ndy streets, blinking as
traffic lights swamin the gl oom He wal ked hone to a hotel roomin the
west Eighties. He would return to the clinic at five the next norning
for

a predawn treatnent, but nowit was tinme to sleep. He | ooked forward to

that. He'd been on the treatnment for three weeks, and he was tired.
Though

the treatnment did seemto be working - as far as he could tell;

i mprovenment was supposed to average twenty percent a week, and he

wasn' t

sure what that would feel |ike.

In his roomthe answering machi ne was blinking. There was a nessage
from

his agent, asking himto call imediately. It was now nearly m dni ght,
but

he pushbuttoned t he nunmber and his agent answered on the first ring.
"You have DSPS," Frank said to him

"What ? What ?"
"Del ayed sl eep phase syndrome. | know how to get rid of it."
"Frank! Look, Frank, 1've got a good offer for you."

"Do you have a lot of lights on?"

"What ? Ch, yeah, say, how s that goi ng?"

"I'"'m probably sixty percent better."

"Good, good. Keep at it. Listen, |I've got sonething should help you a

hundred percent. A publisher in London wants you to go over there and

wite a book on the twentieth century."

"What kind of book?"

"Your usual thing, Frank, but this time putting together the big
pi cture.

Refl ecting on all the rest of your books, so to speak. They want to
bring

it out intime for the turn of the century, and go oversize, use lots
of

illustrations, big print run-"

"A coffee table book?"

"People'll want it on their coffee tables, sure, but it's not-"
"I don't want to wite a coffee table book."
"Frank-"

"What do they want, ten thousand words?"
"They want thirty thousand words, Frank. And they'll pay a hundred
t housand pound advance."



That gave hi m pause.
"Why so much?"
"They're new to publishing, they come fromconputers and this is the

ki nd

of nunbers they're used to. It's a different scale.™

"That's for sure. | still don't want to do it."

"Frank, cone on, you're the one for this! The only successor to Barbara

Tuchman!" That was a blurb found on paperback editions of his work.
"They

want you in particular - | nean, Churchill on the twentieth century, ha

ha. It's a natural."

"I don't want to do it."

"Come on, Frank. You could use the nmoney, | thought you were having

trouble with the paynents-"

"Yeah yeah." Tine for a different tack. "I'Il think it over."

"They're in a hurry, Frank."

"I thought you said turn of the century!"

"I did, but there's going to be a lot of this kind of book then, and
t hey

want to beat the rush. Set the standard and then keep it in print for a

few years. It'll be great."

“"I't'"ll be remaindered within a year. Renmindered before it even cones
out,

if I know coffee table books."

H s agent sighed. "Cone on, Frank. You can use the nmoney. As for the
book,

it'll be as good as you nake it, right? You' ve been working on this
stuf f

your whol e career, and here's your chance to sumup. And you've got a
| ot

of readers, people will listen to you." Concern made himshrill: "Don't

| et what's happened get you so down that you mi ss an opportunity |ike

this! Wirk is the best cure for depression anyway. And this is your
chance

to influence how we think about what's happened!"

"Wth a coffee table book?"

"God damm it, don't think of it that way!"

"How should I think of it."

Hi s agent took a deep breath, let it out, spoke very slowy. 'Think of

as a hundred thousand pounds, Frank."
H s agent did not understand.

Nevert hel ess, the next norning as he sat under the bright white
ceiling,
doodling with a green pen on yell ow paper, he decided to go to Engl and.

He
didn't want to sit in that roomanynore; it scared him because he
suspected it might not be working. He was not sixty percent better. And

he
didn't want to shift to drug therapy. They had found nothing wong wth
his brain, no physical problens at all, and though that neant little,

it
did make himresistant to the idea of drugs. He had his reasons and he
want ed his feelings!
The Iight roomtechnician thought that this attitude was a good sign in
itself. "Your serotonin level is normal, right? So it's not that bad.
Besi des London's a lot farther north than New York, so you'll pick up

t he

[ight you |l ose here. And if you need nore you can al ways head north



agai n,
ri ght?"

He called Charles and Rya Dow and to ask if he could stay with them It

turned out they were leaving for Florida the next day, but they invited

himto stay anyway; they liked having their flat occupied while they
wer e

gone. Frank had done that before, he still had the key on his key-ring.

"Thanks," he said. It would be better this way, actually. He didn't
f eel

i ke tal ki ng.

So he packed his backpack, including canping gear with the clothes, and

the next nmorning flew to London. It was strange how one travel ed these

days: he got into a noving chanber outside his hotel, then shifted from

one chanber to the next for several hours, only stepping outdoors again

when he energed fromthe Canden tube station, some hundred yards from

Charles and Rya's flat.

The ghost of his old pleasure brushed himas he crossed Canden Hi gh
Street

and wal ked by the cinema, listening to London's voices. This had been
hi s

met hod for years: come to London, stay with Charles and Rya until he
found

digs, do his research and witing at the British Miseum visit the used

bookstores at Charing Cross, spend the evenings at Charles and Rya's,

wat ching TV and talking. It had been that way for four books, over the

course of twenty years.

The flat was | ocated above a butcher shop. Every wall in it was covered

wi th stuffed bookshel ves, and there were shelves nail ed up over the

toilet, the bath, and the head of the guest bed. In the unlikely event
of

an earthquake the guest would be buried in a hundred histories of
London.

Frank threw his pack on the guest bed and went past the English poets

downstairs. The living roomwas nearly filled by a table stacked with

papers and books. The side street bel ow was an open-air produce narket,

and he could hear the voices of the vendors as they packed up for the

day.
The sun hadn't set, though it was past nine; these |late May days were
already long. It was alnost like still being in therapy.
He went downstairs and bought vegetables and rice, then went back up
and

cooked them The kitchen wi ndows were the col or of sunset, and the
little

flat glowed, evoking its owners so strongly that it was alnost as if
t hey

were there. Suddenly he wi shed they were.

After eating he turned on the CD player and put on some Handel. He
opened

the living roomdrapes and settled into Charles's arnchair, a gl ass of

Bul gari an wine in his hand, an open notebook on his knee. He watched

sal mon light |eak out of the clouds to the north, and tried to think

about
the causes of the First World War
In the norning he woke to the dull thunp thunp thunp of frozen slabs of
nmeat being rendered by an axe. He went downstairs and ate cereal while
| eafing through the Guardian, then took the tube to Tottenham Court
Road

and wal ked to the British Miuseum



Because of The Bell e Epoque he had already done his research on the

pre-war period, but witing in the British Library was a ritual he
didn't

want to break; it made himpart of a tradition, back to Marx and
beyond.

He showed his still-valid reader's ticket to a librarian and then found
an

enpty seat in his usual row, in fact he had witten nuch of Entre Deux

Guerres in that very carrel, under the frontal |obes of the great skul

done. He opened a notebook and stared at the page. Slowmy he wote,
1900

to 1914. Then he stared at the page.

Hi s earlier book had tended to focus on the sunmptuous excesses of the

pre-war European ruling class, as a young and clearly leftist reviewer

the Guardi an had rather sharply pointed out. To the extent that he had

del ved into the causes of the Geat War, he had subscribed to the usua

theory; that it had been the result of rising nationalism diplomatic

bri nksmanshi p, and several deceptive precedents in the previous two

decades. The Spani sh- American War, the Russo-Japanese War, and the two

Bal kan wars had all remmined | ocalized and non-catastrophic; and there
had

been several "incidents," the Mroccan affair and the Iike, that had

brought the two great alliances to the brink, but not toppled them
over.

So when Austria-Hungary made inpossible denands to Serbia after the

assassi nati on of Ferdi nand, no one could have known that the situation

woul d domino into the trenches and their slaughter

Hi story as accident. Well, no doubt there was a lot of truth in that.
But

now he found hinmsel f thinking of the crowds in the streets of all the

maj or cities, cheering the news of the war's outbreak; of the

di sappearance of pacifism which had seenmed such a force; of, in short,

the apparently unani mous support for war anong the prosperous citizens
of

the European powers. Support for a war that had no real reason to be!

There was sonething irreduci bly nysterious about that, and this tinme he

deci ded he would admit it, and discuss it. That would require a

consi deration of the preceding century, the Pax Europeana; which in
fact

had been a century of bl oody subjugation, the high point of
i mperialism

with nost of the world falling to the great powers. These powers had

prospered at the expense of their colonies, who had suffered in abject

m sery. Then the powers had spent their profits building weapons, and
used

the weapons on each other, and destroyed thensel ves. There was
sonet hi ng

weirdly just about that devel opnment, as when a mass murderer finally
turns

the gun on hinmsel f. Punishment, an end to guilt, an end to pain. Could

that really explain it? Wiile staying in Washington with his dying
f at her,

Frank had visited the Lincoln Menorial, and there on the right hand
wal |

had been Lincoln's Second | naugural Address, carved in capital letters

with the conmas onmitted, an oddity which sonehow added to the speech's

Bi bl i cal massi veness, as when it spoke of the ongoing war: "YET |IF GOD

W LLS THAT I T CONTINUE UNTIL ALL THE WEALTH PI LED BY THE BONDSMAN S TWO

HUNDRED AND FI FTY YEARS OF UNREQUI TED TO L SHALL BE SUNK AND UNTI L



EVERY
DROP OF BLOOD DRAWN W TH THE LASH SHALL BE PAI D BY ANOTHER DRAVWN W TH

THE

SWORD AS WAS SAI D THREE THOUSAND YEARS AGO SO STILL I'T MUST BE SAI D
' THE

JUDGMENTS OF THE LORD ARE TRUE AND RI GHTEQUS ALTOGETHER. ' "

A frightening thought, fromthat dark part of Lincoln that was never
far

fromthe surface. But as a theory of the Geat War's origin it stil

struck himas inadequate. It was possible to believe it of the kings
and

presidents, the generals and diplomats, the inperial officers around
t he

wor | d; they had known what they were doing, and so m ght have been

i mpel | ed by unconscious guilt to nmass suicide. But the common citizen
at

hone, ecstatic in the streets at the outbreak of general war? That
seened
nore likely to be just another mani festation of the hatred of the
ot her.
Al my problenms are your fault! He and Andrea had said that to each
ot her
a lot. Everyone did.
And yet... it still seemed to himthat the causes were eluding him as
they had everyone else. Perhaps it was a sinple pleasure in
destructi on.
VWhat is the primal response to an edifice? Knock it down. Wat is the
primal response to a stranger? Attack him
But he was losing his drift, falling away into the netaphysics of
"human
nature.'

That woul d be a constant problemin an essay of this |ength.
And

what ever the causes, there stood the year 1914, irreducible,
i nexplicabl e,

unchangeabl e. "AND THE WAR CAME. "

In his previous books he had never witten about the wars. He was anong

those who believed that real history occurred in peacetime, and that in

war you mght as well roll dice or skip ahead to the peace treaty. For

anyone but a military historian, what was interesting woul d begin again

only when the war ended.

Now he wasn't so sure. Current views of the Belle Epoque were distorted

because one only saw it through the lens of the war that ended it;
whi ch

meant that the Great War was sonehow nore powerful than the Belle
Epoque,

or at least nore powerful than he had thought. It seenmed he woul d have
to

wite about it, this time, to nake sense of the century. And so he
woul d

have to research it

He wal ked up to the central catal ogue tables. The room darkened as the
sun

went behind clouds, and he felt a chill.

For a long tine the nunbers al one staggered him To overwhel mtrench
def enses, artillery bonmbardments of the npbst astonishing size were

br ought
to bear: on the Somme the British put a gun every twenty yards al ong a
fourteen-mle front, and fired a mllion and a half shells. In Apri



1917

the French fired six million shells. The Germans' Bi g Bertha shot
shells

seventy-five niles high, essentially into space. Verdun was a "battle"

that lasted ten nonths, and killed alnost a million nen.

The British section of the front was ninety mles |long. Every day of
t he
war, about seven thousand nmen along that front were killed or wounded -
not in any battle in particular, but just as the result of incidental
sniper fire or bonbardnent. It was called "wastage."
Frank stopped reading, his mnd suddenly filled with the i mage of the
Vi etnam Menorial. He had visited it right after |eaving the Lincoln
Menorial, and the sight of all those names engraved on the bl ack
granite
pl ates had powerfully affected him For a nonment it had seened possible

to

i mgi ne all those people, a little white line for each

But at the end of every nonth or two of the Great War, the British had
had

a whole Vietnam Menorial's worth of dead. Every month or two, for

fifty-one nonths.

He filled out book request slips and gave themto the librarians in the

central ring of desks, then picked up the books he had requested the
day

before, and took them back to his carrel. He skimed the books and took

notes, nmostly witing down figures and statistics. British factories

produced two hundred and fifty mllion shells. The major battles al

killed a half mllion or nore. About ten million nmen died on the field
of

baffle, ten mllion nore by revolution, disease, and starvation

Qccasionally he would stop reading and try to wite; but he never got
far.

Once he wote several pages on the econonmy of the war. The organi zation
of

agriculture and busi ness, especially in Germany under Rat henau and
Engl and

under Lloyd Ceorge, rem nded himvery strongly of the postnodern
econony

now runni ng things. One could trace the roots of late capitalismto
G eat

War innovations found in Rathenau's Kriegsrohstoffabteilung (the "Wr
Raw

Stuff Departnent"), or in his Zentral Ei nkaufs-Gesellschaft. Al
busi ness

had been organi zed to fight the eneny; but when the war was over and
t he

eneny vanqui shed, the organization remai ned. People continued to
sacrifice

the fruits of their work, but nowthey did it for the corporations that

had taken the warti nme governnments' positions in the system

So much of the twentieth century, there already in the G eat War. And

t hen
the Arnmistice was signed, at eleven A°M on Novenber 11th, 1918. That
nmorning at the front the two sides exchanged bombardnments as usual, so
that by eleven AAM many people had died
That evening Frank hurried home, just beating a thundershower. The air
was

as dark as snoky gl ass.



And the war never ended

This idea, that the two world wars were actually one, was not origina
to

him Wnston Churchill said it at the tinme, as did the Nazi Alfred

Rosenburg. They saw the twenties and thirties as an interregnum a
pause

to regroup in the mddle of a two-part conflict. The eye of a
hurri cane.

Ni ne o' clock one norning and Frank was still at the Dow ands',
[ i ngering

over cereal and paging through the Guardian, and then through his

not ebooks. Every norning he seemed to get a later start, and al t hough

was May, the days didn't seemto be getting any |onger. Rather the
rever se.
There were argunents against the viewthat it was a single war. The
twenties did not seemvery om nous, at |least after the Treaty of
Locar no
in 1925: Germany had survived its financial collapse, and everywhere
econom c recovery seened strong. But the thirties showed the real state
of
things: the depression, the new denocracies falling to fascism the
br ut al
Spani sh Cvil War; the starvation of the kulaks; the terrible sense of
fatality in the air. The sense of slipping on a slope, falling
hel pl essly
back into war.

But this time it was different. Total War. German military strategists

had

coi ned the phrase in the 1890s, while anal yzi ng Sherman's canpaign in

Ceorgia. And they felt they were waging total war when they torpedoed

neutral ships in 1915. But they were wong; the G eat War was not total

war. In 1914 the runor that German soldiers had killed ei ght Bel gi an
nuns

was enough to shock all civilization, and |later when the Lusitania was

sunk, objections were so fierce that the Gernans agreed to | eave
passenger

ships alone. This could only happen in a world where people still held
t he

notion that in war arm es fought arnmies and soldiers killed sol diers,

while civilians suffered privation and perhaps got killed accidentally,

but were never deliberately targeted. This was how European wars had
been

fought for centuries: diplonmacy by ot her neans.

In 1939, this changed. Perhaps it changed only because the capability
for

total war had energed fromthe technol ogi cal base, in the formof mass

| ong-range aerial bonmbardment. Perhaps on the other hand it was a
nmatter

of learning the | essons of the Great War, digesting its inplications.

Stalin's nurder of the kulaks, for instance: five mllion Ukrainian

peasants, killed because Stalin wanted to collectivize agriculture.
Food

was del i berately shipped out of that breadbasket regi on, energency

supplies wi thheld, hidden stockpil es destroyed; and several thousand

vill ages di sappeared as all their occupants starved. This was total
war .

Every morning Frank | eafed around in the big catal ogue volunes, as if



he

m ght find sone other twentieth century. He filled out his slips,

pi cked

up the books requested the previous day, took them back to his carrel
He

spent nore tinme reading than witing. The days were cloudy, and it was
dim

under the great done. H's notes were getting scranbled. He had stopped

wor ki ng in chronol ogi cal order, and kept returning conmpul sively to the

Great War, even though the front wave of his reading was well into
Vorld

War Two.

Twenty million had died in the first war, fifty mllion in the second.

Cvilian deaths nade the bulk of the difference. Near the end of the
war,

t housands of bonbs were dropped on cities in the hope of starting

firestorns, in which the atnosphere itself was in effect ignited, as in

Dresden, Berlin, Tokyo. Civilians were the target now, and strategic

bonbi ng made them easy to hit. Hiroshima and Nagasaki were in that sense
a

ki nd of exclamation point, at the end of a sentence which the war had
been

saying all along: we will kill your famlies at home. War is war, as

Sherman said; if you want peace, surrender. And they did.

After two bombs. Nagasaki was bonbed three days after Hi roshima, before

the Japanese had tine to understand the damage and respond. Dropping
t he

bonb on Hiroshi ma was endl essly debated in the literature, but Frank
found

few who even attenpted a defense of Nagasaki. Truman and his advi sors
did

it, people said, to a) show Stalin they had nore than one bonb, and b)

show Stalin that they would use the bonb even as a threat or warning
only,

as Nagasaki denonstrated. A Vietnam Menorial's worth of civilians in an

i nst ant aneous flash, just so Stalin would take Truman seriously. Wich
he

did.

When the crew of the Enola Gay | anded, they cel ebrated with a barbeque.

In the evenings Frank sat in the Dow and flat in silence. He did not
read,

but watched the evening sumer l|ight |eak out of the sky to the north.
The

days were getting shorter. He needed the therapy, he could feel it.
Mor e

[ight! Someone had said that on their deathbed - Newton, Galileo,
Spi noza,

someone like that. No doubt they had been depressed at the tine.

He m ssed Charles and Rya. He would feel better, he was sure, if he had

themthere to talk with. That was the thing about friends, after all
t hey

| asted and you could talk. That was the definition of friendship.

But Charles and Rya were in Florida. And in the dusk he saw that the
wal | s

of books in the flat functioned like lead lining in a radioactive

environnent, all those recorded thoughts form ng a kind of shield
agai nst

poi sonous reality. The best shield avail able, perhaps. But now it was
failing, at least for him the books appeared to be nothing nore than



their spines.

And then one evening in a premature blue sunset it seened that the
whol e

flat had gone transparent, and that he was sitting in an arnthair,

suspended over a vast and shadowy city.

The Hol ocaust, |ike Hiroshim and Nagasaki, had precedents. Russians

Ukrai ni ans, Turks with Armenians, white settlers with native Anmericans.
But the nechani zed efficiency of the Germans' mnurder of the Jews was
somet hi ng new and horrible. There was a book in his stack on the

desi gners
of the death canps, the architects, engineers, builders. Wre these
functionaries | ess or nore obscene than the mad doctors, the sadistic
guards? He couldn't decide

And then there was the sheer nunber of them the six mllion. It was
hard

to conprehend it. He read that there was a library in Jerusal em where
t hey

had taken on the task of recording all they could find about every one
of

the six mllion. Wal king up Charing Cross Road that afternoon he
t hought

of that and stopped short. Al those nanes in one library, another

transparent room another nmenorial. For a second he caught a glinpse of

how many people that was, a whole London's worth. Then it faded and he
was

left on a street corner, |ooking both ways to make sure he didn't get
run

over.

As he continued wal king he tried to cal cul ate how many Vi et nam
Menori al s

it would take to list the six mllion. Roughly two per hundred
t housand;
thus twenty per mllion. So, one hundred and twenty. Count them one by

one, step by step

He took to hangi ng out through the evenings in pubs. The Wl lington was

as

good as any, and was frequented occasionally by sone acquai ntances he
had

met through Charles and Rya. He sat with themand listened to them
tal k,

but often he found hinself distracted by his day's reading. So the
conversations tunmbled along without him and the Brits, slightly nore
tol erant than Americans of eccentricity, did not nake himfee
unwel cone.
The pubs were noisy and filled with Iight. Scores of people noved about
in
them tal king, snoking, drinking. A different kind of |ead-lined room
He
didn't drink beer, and so at first remained sober; but then he
di scovered
the hard cider that pubs carried. He liked it and drank it like the
ot hers
drank their beer, and got quite drunk. After that he sonetines becane
very
tal kative, telling the rest things about the twentieth century that
t hey
al ready knew, and they would nod and contribute sone other bit of
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information, to be polite, then change the subject back to whatever
had been di scussing before, gently and w t hout snubbing him

But nost of the tine when he drank he only got nore rempte fromtheir
tal k, which junped about faster than he could follow And each norning
after, he would wake [ ate and sl ow, head poundi ng, the day already

and a lot of the nmorning light mssed in sleep. Depressives were not
supposed to drink at all. So finally he quit going to the Wllington

instead ate at the pubs closest to the Dow ands'. One was called The
Hal f way House, the other Wirld's End, a poor choice as far as nanes

concerned, but he ate at Wrld' s End anyway, and afterwards would sit at

corner table and nurse a whisky and stare at page after page of notes,
chewing the end of a pen to plastic shrapnel

The Fighting Never Stopped, as one book's title put it. But the atomc
bonb neant that the second half of the century |ooked different than

first. Some, Anericans for the nost part, called it the Pax Americana.
nost called it the Cold War, 1945-1989. And not that cold, either

the unbrella of the superpower stalemate |ocal conflicts flared

everywhere, wars which conpared to the two big ones | ooked small; but
there had been over a hundred of themall told, killing about 350, 000
peopl e a year, for a total of around fifteen mllion, sone said twenty;

was hard to count. Mst occurred in the big ten: the two Vi etnam wars,
two | ndo-Paki stan wars, the Korean war, the Algerian war, the civil war

Sudan, the nassacres in Indonesia in 1965, the Biafran war, and the
Iran-lraq war. Then another ten million civilians had been starved by
deliberate nmlitary action; so that the total for the period was about

equal of the Great War itself. Though it had taken ten times as long to
compil e. Inmprovenment of a sort.

And thus perhaps the rise of atrocity war, as if the horror of

i ndi vidualized murders could conpensate for the | ack of sheer nunber.

maybe it coul d; because now his research consisted of a succession of
accounts and col or photos of rape, disnmenbernent, torture - bodies of
i ndi vi dual people, in their own clothes, scattered on the ground in

of blood. Vietnamese villages, erupting in napal m Canbodia, Uganda,

- Tibet was genoci de again, paced to escape the world's notice, a few
vill ages destroyed every year in a process called thanzing or

reeducat i on:

the villages seized by the Chinese and the villagers killed by a

vari ety

of methods, "burying alive, hanging, beheadi ng, di senboweling,

scal di ng,

cruci fixion, quartering, stoning, small children forced to shoot their
parents; pregnant woren given forced abortions, the fetuses piled in
mounds on the village squares.™



Meanwhi | e power on the planet continued to shift into fewer hands. The
Second World War had been the only thing to successfully end the
Depression, a fact |eaders renenbered; so the econonic consolidation
begun
in the First War continued through the Second War and the Cold War
yoki ng
the whole world into a war econony.
At first 1989 had | ooked Iike a break away fromthat. But now, just
seven
years later, the Cold War | osers all |ooked Iike Germany in 1922, their
nmoney worthless, their shelves enpty, their denpcracies crunbling to
juntas. Except this time the juntas had corporate sponsors;
mul ti nati ona
banks ran the old Soviet bloc just as they did the Third Wrld, with
"austerity measures" enforced in the nane of "the free market," meani ng
hal f the world went to sleep hungry every night to pay off debts to
mllionaires. Wiile tenmperatures still rose, populations still soared,
"l ocal conflicts" still burned in twenty different places.
One norning Frank |ingered over cereal, reluctant to |l eave the flat. He
opened the Guardi an and read that the year's defense budgets worl dw de
woul d total around a trillion dollars. "Mre light," he said
swal | owi ng
hard. It was a dark, rainy day. He could feel his pupils enlarging,
maki ng
the effort. The days were surely getting shorter, even though it was
May;
and the air was getting darker, as if London's Victorian fogs had
returned, coal snoke in the fabric of reality.
He flipped the page and started an article on the conflict in Sri
Lanka.
Si nghal ese and Tami | s had been fighting for a generation now, and sone
time in the previous week, a husband and wi fe had energed fromtheir
house
in the morning to find the heads of their six sons arranged on their

[ awn.
He threw the paper aside and wal ked through soot down the streets.
He got to the British Museum on automatic pilot. Waiting for himat the
top of the stack was a book containing estimtes of total war deaths
for

the century. About a hundred mllion people.
He found hinself on the dark streets of London again, thinking of
nunber s.
Al day he wal ked, unable to gather his thoughts. And that night as he
fell asleep the calculations returned, in a dreamor a hypnogogi c
Vi si on:
it woul d take two thousand Vietnam Menorials to list the century's war
dead. From above he saw hi nself wal king the Mall in Washington, D.C

and
the whole park fromthe Capitol to the Lincoln Menorial was dotted with
the black Vs of Vietnam Menorials, as if a flock of giant stealth birds
had | anded on it. Al night he wal ked past black wing walls, noving
west

toward the white tonb on the river

The next day the first book on the stack concerned the war between

Chi na
and Japan, 1931-1945. Like nmpst of Asian history this war was poorly
renmenbered in the West, but it had been huge. The whol e Korean nation
became in effect a slave |abor canp in the Japanese war effort, and the



Japanese concentration canps in Manchuria had killed as many Chi nese as
the Germans had killed Jews. These deaths included thousands in the
style
of Mengel e and the Nazi doctors, caused by "scientific" nedica
torture.
Japanese experinmenters had for instance perforned transfusions in which
they drained Chinese prisoners of their blood and replaced it with
hor ses'
bl ood, to see how |l ong the prisoners would live. Survival rates varied
fromtwenty mnutes to six hours, with the subjects in agony
t hr oughout .
Frank cl osed that book and put it down. He picked the next one out of

t he

gl oom and peered at it. A heavy old thing, bound in dark green | eather

with a dull gold pattern inlaid on the spine and boards. A History of
t he

Ni neteenth Century, with Illustrations - the latter tinted photos,
their

colors faded and dim Published in 1902 by George Newnes Ltd; | ast

century's equival ent of his own project, apparently. Curiosity about
t hat

had caused himto request the tide. He opened it and thunbed through
and

on the | ast page the text caught his eye: "I believe that Man i s good.
I

believe that we stand at the dawn of a century that will be nore
peacef ul

and prosperous than any in history."

He put down the book and left the British Muiseum In a red phone box he

| ocated the nearest car rental agency, an Avis outlet near Westm nster
He

took the Tube and wal ked to this agency, and there he rented a bl ue
Ford

Sierra station wagon. The steering wheel was on the right, of course.

Frank had never driven in Geat Britain before, and he sat behind the

wheel trying to hide his uneasiness fromthe agent. The clutch, brake,
and

gas pedal were left-to-right as usual, thank God. And the gear shift
was

arranged the sane, though one did have to operate it with the left
hand.

Awkwar dly he shoved the gearshift into first and drove out of the
gar age
turning left and driving down the left side of the street. It was
wei rd.
But the oddity of sitting on the right insured that he wouldn't forget
t he
necessity of driving on the left. He pulled to the curb and perused the
Avis street map of London, plotted a course, got back in traffic, and
drove to Canden High Street. He parked bel ow t he Dow ands' and went
upstairs and packed, then took his backpack down to the car. He
returned
to | eave a note: Gone to the land of the nmidnight sun. Then he went
down
to the car and drove north, onto the highways and out of London

It was a wet day, and low full clouds brushed over the |and, dropping
here
a black broomof rain, there a Bl akean shaft of sunlight. The hills



wer e

green, and the fields yellow or brown or lighter green. At first there

were a lot of hills, a lot of fields. Then the hi ghway swung by
Bi r m ngham

and Manchester, and he drove by fields of rowhouses, line after |ine
after

line of them on narrow treeless streets - all orderly and neat, and
yet

still among the bl eakest human | andscapes he had ever seen. Streets
like

trenches. Certainly the world was being overrun. Popul ation densities
nmust

be near the levels set in those experinments on rats whi ch had caused
t he

rats to go insane. It was as good an expl anation as any. Mostly nal es

affected, in both cases: territorial hunters, bred to kill for food,
now

trapped in little boxes. They had gone nmad. "I believe that Man is this
or

that," the Edwardi an author had witten, and why not; it couldn't be

denied that it was nostly nen's doing. The planning, the diplomacy, the

fighting, the raping, the killing.

The obvious thing to do was to give the running of the world over to

women. There was Thatcher in the Fal kl ands and Indira Gandhi in

Bangl adesh, it was true; but still it would be worth trying, it could

hardly get worse! And given the maternal instinct, it would probably be

better. Gve every first |lady her husband's job. Perhaps every woman
her

man's job. Let the nen care for the children, for five thousand years
or

fifty thousand, one for every year of nurderous patri archy.

North of Manchester he passed giant radio towers, and sonething that

| ooked li ke nucl ear reactor stacks. Fighter jets zoomed overhead. The

twentieth century. Wiy hadn't that Edwardi an author been able to see it

com ng? Perhaps the future was sinply uni magi nabl e, then and al ways. O

per haps things hadn't | ooked so bad in 1902. The Edwardi an, | ooki ng

forward in a time of prosperity, saw nore of the sane; instead there
had

followed a century of horrors. Now one | ooked forward froma tinme of

horrors; so that by anal ogy, what was inplied for the next century was

gri m beyond neasure. And with the new technol ogi es of destruction

practically anything was possible: chem cal warfare, nuclear terrorism

bi ol ogi cal hol ocaust; victins killed by nano-assassins flying through

them or by viruses in their drinking supply, or by a particular
ringi ng

of their tel ephone; or reduced to zonbies by drugs or brain inplants,

torture or nerve gas; or sinply dispatched with bullets, or starved; hi

tech, low tech, the nethods were endless. And the notivati ons woul d be

stronger than ever; w th populations rising and resources depl et ed,
peopl e

were going to be fighting not to rule, but to survive. Sone little
country

threatened with defeat could unl eash an epidemc against its rival and

accidentally kill off a continent, or everyone, it was entirely
possi bl e.

The twenty-first century m ght nmake the twentieth | ook Iike nothing at

all.

He woul d conme to after reveries like that and realize that twenty or



thirty or even sixty mles had passed wi thout himseeing a thing of the
outside world. Automatic pilot, on roads that were reversed! He tried

to
concentrate.
He was somewhere above Carlisle. The nmap showed two possible routes to
Edi nbur gh: one left the hi ghway just bel ow A asgow, while a smaller
r oad
| eft sooner and was rmuch nmore direct. He chose the direct route and
t ook

an exit into a roundabout and onto the A702, a two-lane road headi ng
northeast. Its black asphalt was wet with rain, and the clouds rushing
overhead were dark. After several niles he passed a sign that said
" Sceni c
Rout e,
unwi | i ng
to backtrack. It was probably as fast to go this way by now, just nore
wor k: frequent roundabouts, villages with traffic |ights, and narrow
stretches where the road was henmed by hedges or walls. Sunset was

whi ch suggested he had chosen the wong road, but he was

near,
he had been driving for hours; he was tired, and when bl ack trucks
rushed
at himout of the spray and shadows it | ooked |like they were going to
collide with himhead-on. It becane an effort to stay to the left
rat her
than the right where his instincts shrieked he should be. R ght and

| eft

had to be reversed on that |evel, but kept the same at foot |evel -

reversed concerning whi ch hand went on the gearshift, but not reversed
for

what the gearshift did - and it all began to blur and mx, until finally
a

huge lorry rushed head first at himand he veered left, but hit the gas

rather than the brakes. At the unexpected lurch forward he swerved
farther

left to be safe, and that ran his left wheels off the asphalt and into

a
muddy gutter, causing the car to bounce back onto the road. He hit the
brakes hard and the lorry roared by his ear. The car skidded over the

wet
asphalt to a halt.

He pulled over and turned on the energency blinker. As he got out of

t he

car he saw that the driver's side mrror was gone. There was not hi ng
there

but a rectangul ar depression in the netal, four rivet holes slightly

flared to the rear, and one larger hole for the mrror adjustnment

mechani sm nissing as well.

He went to the other side of the car to remi nd hinself what the
Sierra's

side mrrors looked like. A solid metal and plastic nounting. He wal ked
a

hundred yards back down the road, |ooking through the dusk for the
m ssi ng

one, but he couldn't find it anywhere. The mirror was gone.

Qut si de Edi nburgh he stopped and called Alec, a friend fromyears past.

"What ? Frank Churchill? Hello! You're here? Come on by, then."

Frank followed his directions into the city center, past the train
station

to a nei ghborhood of narrow streets. Reversed parallel parking was



al nost
too much for him it took four tries to get the car next to the curb.

The

Si erra bunped over paving stones to a halt. He killed the engine and
got

out of the car, but his whole body continued to vibrate, a big tuning
fork

humming in the twilight. Shops threw their illumnation over passing
cars.

But cher, baker, Indian deli.
Alec lived on the third floor. "Cone in, man, come in." He |ooked
harri ed.
"I thought you were in America! Wat brings you here?"
"l don't know. "
Al ec glanced sharply at him then led himinto the flat's kitchen and
living area. The wi ndow had a view across rooftops to the castle. Al ec
stood in the kitchen, uncharacteristically silent. Frank put down his
backpack and wal ked over to | ook out at the castle, feeling awkward. In
the old days he and Andrea had trained up several tinmes to visit Alec
and
Suzanne, a primatologist. At that time those two had lived in a huge
three-storied flat in the New Town, and when Frank and Andrea had
arrived
the four of themwould stay up late into the night, drinking brandy and
talking in a high-ceilinged Georgian living room During one stay they

had

all driven into the Highl ands, and another tine Frank and Andrea had

stayed through a festival week, the four attending as many pl ays as
t hey

coul d. But now Suzanne and Al ec had gone their ways, and Frank and
Andr ea

were divorced, and Alec lived in a different flat; and that whole life
had

di sappear ed.

"Did | conme at a bad tinme?"

"No, actually." A clatter of dishes as Alec worked at the sink. "I'm
of f

to dinner with sone friends, you'll join us - you haven't eaten?"

"No. | won't be-"

"No. You've net Peg and Rog before, | think. And we can use the

di straction, I'msure. W've all been to a funeral this norning.
Fri ends

of ours, their kid died. Crib death, you know. "

"Jesus. You nean it just..

"Sudden infant death syndrome, yeah. Dropped himoff at day care and he

went off during his nap. Five nonths old."

"Jesus."

"Yeah." Alec went to the kitchen table and filled a glass froma bottle
of

Laphroaig. "Want a whi sky?"

"Yes, please."

Al ec poured another glass, drank his down. "I suppose the idea these
days

is that a proper funeral helps the parents deal with it. So Tom and
El yse

cane in carrying the coffin, and it was about this big." He held his
hands

a foot apart.

"No. "

"Yeah. Never seen anything like it."



They drank in silence.

The restaurant was a fashionably bohem an seaf ood pl ace, set above a
pub.

There Frank and Al ec joined Peg and Rog, another couple, and a wonan
named

Karen. Al animal behaviorists, and all headed out to Africa in the
next

coupl e of weeks - Rog and Peg to Tanzania, the rest to Rnanda. Despite

their norning's event the talk was quick, spirited, w de-ranging; Frank

drank wine and |istened as they di scussed African politics, the
pr obl ens

of filmng primates, rock nusic. Only once did the subject of the
f uner al

cone up, and then they shook their heads; there wasn't nuch to say.
Stiff

upper lip.

Frank said, "I suppose it's better it happened now t han when the kid
was

three or four."

They stared at him "Ch no," Peg said. "I don't think so."

Acutely aware that he had said sonething stupid, Frank tried to
recover:

"I mean, you know, they've nore tine to...." He shook his head,

f ounderi ng.

"It's rather conparing absolutes, isn't it," Rog said gently.

"True," he said. "It is." And he drank his wine. He wanted to go on
True,

he wanted to say, any death is an absolute disaster, even that of an

i nfant too young to know what was happeni ng; but what if you had spent

your life raising six such children and then went out one norning and

found their heads on your lawn? Isn't the one nore absolute than the

ot her? He was drunk, his head hurt, his body still vibrated with the
day's

drive, and the shock of the brush with the lorry; and it seened likely

that the dyslexia of exhaustion had invaded all his thinking, including

his nmoral sense, making everything backward. So he clamped his teeth

toget her and concentrated on the wine, his fork humm ng in his hand,
hi s

gl ass chattering against his teeth. The room was dark

Afterwards Al ec stopped at the door to his building and shook his head.

"Not ready for that yet," he said. "Let's try Preservation Hall, it's
your

ki nd of thing on Wednesday ni ghts. Traditional jazz."

Frank and Andrea had been fans of traditional jazz. "Any good?"

"Good enough for tonight, eh?"

The pub was within wal ki ng di stance, down a wi de cobbl est one pronenade

called the Grassmarket, then up Victoria Street. At the door of the pub

they were stopped; there was a cover charge, the usual band had been

repl aced by a buffet dinner and concert, featuring several different

bands. Proceeds to go to the famly of a G asgow mnusician, recently
killed

in a car crash. "Jesus Christ,"'

Frank exclainmed, feeling like a curse.
He

turned to go.

"Mght as well try it,

Alec said, and pulled out his wallet. "I'II

pay. "
"But we've already eaten."
Al ec ignored himand gave the nan twenty pounds. "Cone on."



Inside, a very large pub was jamed with people, and an enornmous buffet
tabl e stacked with neats, breads, sal ads, seafood di shes. They got
drinks
fromthe bar and sat at the end of a crowded picnic table. It was
noi sy,
the Scots accents so thick that Frank understood | ess than half of what
he
heard. A succession of local acts took the stage: the traditional jazz
band that usually played, a stand-up comedi an, a singer of Forties'
nusi ¢
hal | songs, a country-western group. Al ec and Frank took turns going to
the bar to get refills. Frank watched the bands and the crowd. All ages
and types were represented. Each band said sonething about the |ate
musi ci an, who apparently had been well-known, a young rocker and quite

a

hellion fromthe sound of it. Crashed driving hone drunk after a gig
and

no one a bit surprised.

About nidni ght an obese young nan seated at their table, who had been

stealing food fromall the plates around him rose whal eli ke and surged
to

the stage. People cheered as he joined the band setting up. He picked up
a

guitar, leaned into the m ke, and proceeded to rip into a sel ection of
r&b

and early rock and roll. He and his band were the best group yet, and
t he

pub went wild. Mst of the crowd got to their feet and danced in place.

Next to Frank a young punk had to | ean over the table to answer a

gray-haired | ady's questions about how he kept his hair spiked. A
Celtic

wake, Frank thought, and downed his cider and howed with the rest as

t he

fat man started up Chuck Berry's "Rock And Roll Misic."

So he was feeling no pain when the band finished its | ast encore and he

and Al ec staggered off into the night, and nmade their way home. But it
had

gotten a lot colder while they were inside, and the streets were dark
and

enpty. Preservation Hall was no nmore than a small wooden box of |ight,
buried in a cold stone city. Frank | ooked back in its direction and saw
that a streetlight reflected off the black cobbl estones of the
G assmar ket
in such a way that there were thousands of brief white squiggles
underfoot, |ooking Iike names engraved on black granite, as if the
whol e
surface of the earth were paved by a single nenorial

The next day he drove north again, across the Forth Bridge and then
west
al ong the shores of a loch to Fort Wlliam and north fromthere
t hr ough
the Hi ghl ands. Above Ul |l apool steep ridges burst |ike fins out of boggy
treeless hillsides. There was water everywhere, from puddles to | ochs,
with the Atlantic itself visible fromnost high points. Qut to sea the
tall islands of the Inner Hebrides were just visible.
He continued north. He had his sleeping bag and foam pad with him and
so
he parked in a scenic overl ook, and cooked soup on his Bluet stove, and
slept in the back of the car. He woke with the dawn and drove north. He



tal ked to nobody.

Eventual |y he reached the northwest tip of Scotland and was forced to
turn

east, on a road bordering the North Sea. Early that evening he arrived

Scrabster, at the northeast tip of Scotland. He drove to the docks, and

found that a ferry was scheduled to | eave for the Orkney Islands the
next

day at noon. He decided to take it.

There was no secluded place to park, so he took a roomin a hotel. He

had

di nner in the restaurant next door, fresh shrinp in mayonnai se with
chi ps,

and went to his roomand slept. At six the next morning the ancient
crone

who ran the hotel knocked on his door and told himan unschedul ed ferry

was leaving in forty mnutes: did he want to go? He said he did. He got
up

and dressed, then felt too exhausted to continue. He decided to take
t he

regular ferry after all, took off his clothes and returned to bed. Then
he

realized that exhausted or not, he wasn't going to be able to fall back
asl eep. Cursing, alnost crying, he got up and put his clothes back on
Downstairs the old wonman had fried bacon and made hi mtwo thick bacon
sandwi ches, as he was going to niss her regular breakfast. He ate the
sandwi ches sitting in the Sierra, waiting to get the car into the
ferry.
Once in the hold he | ocked the car and went up to the warm stuffy
passenger cabin, and |ay on padded vinyl seating and fell back asleep
He woke when they docked in Strommess. For a noment he didn't renenber
getting on the ferry, and he coul dn't understand why he wasn't in his
hotel bed in Scrabster. He stared through salt-stai ned wi ndows at
fishing
boats, amazed, and then it cane to him He was in the O kneys.

Driving along the southern coast of the main island, he found that his
mental inmage of the Orkneys had been entirely wong. He had expected an
extension of the Highlands; instead it was |ike eastern Scotland, | ow,
rounded, and green. Mdst of it was cultivated or used for pasture.
G een
fields, fences, farnhouses. He was a bit di sappoi nted.
Then in the island's big town of Kirkwall he drove past a Gothic
cat hedr al
- avery little Gothic cathedral, a kind of pocket cathedral. Frank had
never seen anything like it. He stopped and got out to have a | ook
Cat hedral of St. Mgnus, begun in 1137. So early, and this far north!
No
wonder it was so small. Building it would have required craftsnen from
t he
continent, shipped up here to a rude fishing village of drywall and
turf
roofs; a strange influx it nust have been, a kind of cultura
revol ution.
The finished building nust have stood out |ike sonething from anot her
pl anet .
But as he wal ked around the bishop's pal ace next door, and then a
little
museum he learned that it might not have been such a shock for
Ki r kwal |



after all. In those days the Orkneys had been a crossroads of a sort,

where Norse and Scots and English and Irish had met, infusing an

i ndi genous culture that went right back to the Stone Age. The fields
and

pastures he had driven by had been worked, sone of them for five
t housand

years!

And such faces wal king the streets, so intent and vivid. Hi s inage of

t he
| ocal culture had been as wong as his inage of the |land. He had
t hought
he woul d find decrepit fishing villages, dwi ndling to nothing as people
noved south to the cities. But it wasn't like that in Kirkwall, where
teenagers roanmed in self-absorbed tal ky gangs, and restaurants open to
t he
street were packed for lunch. In the bookstores he found big sections
on

| ocal topics: nature guides, archaeol ogical guides, histories, sea

tal es,
novel s. Several writers, obviously popular, had as their entire subject
the islands. To the locals, he realized, the Orkneys were the center of
t he worl d.

He bought a gui debook and drove north, up the east coast of Mainland to
the Broch of Gurness, a ruined fort and village that had been occupi ed
fromthe time of Christ to the Norse era. The broch itself was a round
stone tower about twenty feet tall. Its wall was at |east ten feet
t hi ck,
and was made of flat slabs, stacked so carefully that you couldn't have
stuck a dime in the cracks. The walls in the surrounding vill age were
nmuch
thinner; if attacked, the villagers would have retired into the broch
Frank nodded at the explanatory sentence in the gui debook, rem nded
t hat
the twentieth century had had no nonopoly on atrocities. Some had
happened
ri ght here, no doubt. Unless the broch had functioned as a deterrent.
@urness overl ooked a narrow channel between Minland and the snmaller
i sl and of Rousay. Looking out at the channel, Frank noticed white
ripples
inits blue water; waves and foam were pouring past. It was a tida

race,
apparently, and at the nonment the entire contents of the channel were
rushing north, as fast as any river he had ever seen
Fol | owi ng suggestions in the gui debook, he drove across the island to
t he

neolithic site of Brodgar, Stenness, and Maes Howe. Brodgar and
St enness
were two rings of standing stones; Maes Howe was a near by chanbered

t onb.
The Ring of Brodgar was a big one, three hundred and forty feet across.
Over half of the original sixty stones were still standing, each one a
bl ock of roughly dressed sandstone, weathered over the mllennia into
shapes of great individuality and charism, |ike Rodin figures.
Fol | owi ng
the arc they made, he watched the sunlight break on them It was
beauti ful .

Stenness was |l ess inpressive, as there were only four stones left, each
tremendously tall. It roused nore curiosity than awe: how had they



st ood
those nonsters on end? No one knew for sure.
From the road, Maes Howe was just a conical grass nmound. To see the
i nsi de
he had to wait for a guided tour, happily scheduled to start in fifteen
m nut es.
He was still the only person waiting when a short stout woman drove up

a pickup truck. She was about twenty-five, and wore Levi's and a red

wi ndbr eaker. She greeted himand unl ocked a gate in the fence
surroundi ng

the mound, then led himup a gravel path to the entrance on the
sout hwest

sl ope. There they had to get on their knees and crawl, down a tunne
three

feet high and sone thirty feet long. Mdw nter sunsets shone directly
down

this entryway, the woman | ooked over her shoulder to tell him Her
Levi's

wer e new.

The main chanber of the tomb was quite tall. "Ww, " he said, standing
up

and | ooki ng around.

"It's bigisn't it," the guide said. She told himabout it in a casua

way. The walls were made of the ubiquitous sandstone slabs, with sone

nonster nonoliths bracketing the entryway. And somethi ng unexpected: a

group of Norse sailors had broken into the tonb in the twelfth century

(four thousand years after the tonb's construction!) and taken shelter
in

it through a three-day storm This was known because they had passed
t he

time carving runes on the walls, which told their story. The woman
poi nt ed

to lines and translated: "' Happy is he who finds the great treasure.'
And

over here: 'Ingrid is the nost beautiful woman in the world.""

"You're kidding."

"That's what it says. And | ook here, you'll see they did sonme draw ng
as

wel | ."

She pointed out three graceful line figures, cut presumably with axe

bl ades: a walrus, a narwhale, and a dragon. He had seen all three in
t he

shops of Kirkwall, reproduced in silver for earrings and pendants.

"They're beautiful," he said.

"A good eye, that Viking."

He | ooked at themfor a long time, then wal ked around the chanmber to
| ook

at the runes again. It was a suggestive al phabet, harsh and angul ar
The

gui de seenmed in no hurry, she answered his questions at |ength. She was
a

guide in the sunmer, and sewed sweaters and quilts in the winter. Yes,
t he

wi nters were dark. But not very cold. Average tenperature around
thirty.

"That warn®"

"Aye it's the Gulf Streamyou see. It's why Britain is so warm and
Nor way

too for that matter."



chi ef;

| ook

j ust

was

coul d
near

out

Britain so warm "I see,"” he said carefully.

Back outside he stood and blinked in the strong afternoon light. He had
just emerged froma five-thousand-year-old tonb. Down by the |och the
standi ng stones were visible, both rings. Ingrid is the nost beautifu
worman in the world. He | ooked at Brodgar, a circle of black dots next to

silver sheen of water. It was a nmenorial too, although what it was
supposed to nake its viewers renenber was no | onger clear. A great

the death of one year, birth of the next; the planets, moon and sun in
their courses. O sonething else, sonething sinpler. Here we are.

It was still mdafternoon judging by the sun, so he was surprised to
at his watch and see it was six o' clock. Amazing. It was going to be

like his therapy! Only better because outdoors, in the sunlight and the
wi nd. Spend sunmer in the Orkneys, winter in the Fal kl ands, which were
said to be very simlar.... He drove back to Kirkwall and had dinner in

hotel restaurant. The waitress was tall, attractive, about forty. She
asked himwhere he was from and he asked her when it would get busy
(July), what the population of Kirkwall was (about ten thousand, she
guessed) and what she did in the winter (accounting). He had broiled
scal l ops and a glass of white wine. Afterward he sat in the Sierra and
| ooked at his map. He wanted to sleep in the car, but hadn't yet seen a
good place to park for the night.

The northwest tip of Minland | ooked promi sing, so he drove across the
m ddl e of the island again, passing Stenness and Brodgar once nore. The
stones of Brodgar stood sil houetted agai nst a western sky banded orange
and pink and white and red.

At the very northwest tip of the island, the Point of Buckquoy, there

a small parking lot, enpty this late in the evening. Perfect. Extending
west fromthe point was a tidal causeway, now covered by the sea; a few
hundred yards across the water was a small island called the Brough of
Birsay, a flat |oaf of sandstone tilted up to the west, so that one

see the whole grass top of it. There were ruins and a nmuseum at the
end, a small |ighthouse on the west point. Clearly sonmething to check
t he next day.

South of the point, the western shore of the island curved back in a

broad, open bay. Behind its beach stood the well-preserved ruins of a
sixteenth century pal ace. The bay ended in a tall sea cliff called

Mar wi ck

r ead

deat h,

Head, which had a tower on its top that | ooked |ike another broch, but
was, he discovered in his guidebook, the Kitchener Menorial. Ofshore

1916 the HMS Hanpshire had hit a mne and sunk, and six hundred nen,
i ncludi ng Kitchener, had drowned.
(dd, to see that. A couple of weeks ago (it felt like years) he had

that when the German front |ines had been infornmed of Kitchener's

they had started ringing bells and bangi ng pots and pans in

cel ebration

t he noi semaki ng had spread up and down the Gernman trenches, fromthe
Bel gi an coast to the Swiss frontier



He spread out his sleeping bag and foam pad in the back of the station
wagon, and |ay down. He had a candle for reading, but he did not want

to

read. The sound of the waves was |oud. There was still a bit of |ight
in

the air, these northern sumer twilights were really |long. The sun had

seened to slide off to the right rather than descend, and suddenly he

understood what it would be like to be above the Arctic Circle in

m dsummer: the sun woul d just keep sliding off to the right until it

brushed the northern horizon, and then it would slide up again into the

sky. He needed to live in Utim Thul e.

The car rocked slightly on a gust of wind. It had been wi ndy all day;

apparently it was windy all the tine here, the main reason the islands

were treeless. He lay back and | ooked at the roof of the car. A car nade
a

good tent: flat floor, no leaks.... As he fell asleep he thought, it was
a

party a mle wide and a thousand mles |ong.

He woke at dawn, which canme just before five A M H s shadow and the
car's

shadow were flung out toward the brough, which was an island still, as
t he

tidal bar was covered again. Exposed for only two hours each side of
| ow

tide, apparently.

He ate breakfast by the car, and then rather than wait for the causeway
to

cl ear he drove south, around the Bay of Birsay and behind Marw ck Head,
to

the Bay of Skaill. It was a quiet norning, he had the one-lane track to

hinself. It cut through green pastures. Snoke rose from farnhouse
chi meys

and flattened out to the east. The farmhouses were white, with slate
roof s
and two white chi meys, one at each end of the house. Ruins of
f ar mhouses
built to the same design stood nearby, or in back pastures.
He cane to another parking lot, containing five or six cars. A path had
been cut through tall grass just behind the bay beach, and he foll owed

south. It ran nearly a mle around the curve of the bay, past a big
ni net eenth century manor house, apparently still occupied. Near the
sout h
poi nt of the bay stretched a | ow concrete seawall and a small nodern
bui I ding, and sone interruptions in the turf above the beach. Holes, it
| ooked like. The pace of his wal k picked up. A few people were bunched
around a man in a tweed coat. Another guide?
Yes. It was Skara Brae.
The holes in the ground were the m ssing roofs of Stone Age houses
buri ed
in the sand; their floors were about twelve feet below the turf. The
interior walls were nmade of the same slab as everything else on the
i sl and, stacked with the same precision. Stone hearths, stone
bedf r anes,
stone dressers: because of the islands' |ack of wood, the guide was
saying, and the ready availability of the slabs, nost of the houses
furniture had been made of stone. And so it had endured.
Stacks of slabs held up | onger ones, making shelves in standard coll ege
student bricks-and-boards style. Cupboards were inset in the walls.



There
was a kind of stone kitchen cabinet, with nortar and pestle beneath. It
was instantly obvious what everything was for; everything | ooked deeply
fam liar.
Narr ow passageways ran between houses. These too had been covered;
apparently driftwood or whale rib beans had supported turf roofs over

t he
entire village, so that during bad storns they need never go out. The
first mall, Frank thought. The driftwood had included pieces of spruce,
whi ch had to have come from North Anerica. The @ulf Stream again.
Frank stood at the back of a group of seven, listening to the guide as
he
| ooked down into the homes. The gui de was bearded, stocky, fiftyish.
Li ke

the Maes Howe gui de he was good at his work, wandering about with no

obvi ous pl an, sharing what he knew w t hout menorized speeches. The
vil | age

had been occupi ed for about six hundred years, begi nning around 3000

B. C
Br odgar and Maes Howe had been built during those years, so probably
peopl e fromhere had helped in their construction. The bay had likely
been
a fresh-water |agoon at that tine, with a beach separating it fromthe
sea. Popul ation about fifty or sixty. A heavy dependence on cattle and
sheep, with lots of seafood as well. Sand filled in the hones when the
vill age was abandoned, and turf grew over it. In 1850 a big stormtore
t he

turf off and exposed the hones, conpletely intact except for the
roofs....

WAt er seepage had rounded away every edge, so that each slab | ooked
scul pted, and caught at the light. Each house a | unmi nous work of art.

And
five thousand years old, yet so famliar: the sane needs, the sane
thi nki ng, the sane solutions.... A shudder ran through him and he
noti ced

that he was literally slack-jawed. He closed his nouth and al nost
| aughed
al oud. Open-nout hed astoni shnent could be so natural sonetines, so
physi cal , unconsci ous, genui ne.
When the other tourists left, he continued to wander around. The gui de,
sensi ng anot her ent husi ast, joined him
"It's like the Flintstones," Frank said, and | aughed.
"The what ?"
"You expect to see stone TVs and the like."
"Ch aye. It's very contenporary, isn't it."
"It's marvel ous."
Frank wal ked from house to house, and the guide foll owed, and they

t al ked.

"Why is this one called the chief's house?"

"It's just a guess, actually. Everything in it is a bit bigger and
better,

that's all. In our world a chief would have it."

Frank nodded. "Do you live out here?"

"Aye." The guide pointed at the little building beyond the site. He had

owned a hotel in Kirkwall, but sold it; Kirkwall had been too hectic
for

him He had gotten the job here and noved out, and was very happy with

He was getting a degree in archaeol ogy by correspondence. The nore he



| earned, the nore amazed he was to be here; it was one of the nost
i mportant archaeol ogical sites in the world, after all. There wasn't a
better one. No need to inmagine furnishings and inplenments, "and to see

so
clearly how nmuch they thought |ike we do."
Exactly. "Why did they |leave, in the end?"
"No one knows."
" AR
They wal ked on.
"No sign of a fight, anyway."
" Good. "
The gui de asked Frank where he was staying, and Frank tol d hi mabout
t he
Sierra.
"I see!" the man said. "Well, if you need the use of a bathroom
there's
one here at the back of the building. For a shave, perhaps. You | ook
like
you haven't had the chance in a while."
Frank rubbed a hand over his stubble, blushing. In fact he hadn't
t hought
of shaving since well before | eaving London. "Thanks," he said. "Maybe
I"lIl take you up on that."
They tal ked about the ruins a while |onger, and then the gui de wal ked
out
to the seawall, and | et Frank wander in peace.
He | ooked down in the rooms, which still glowed as if Iit fromwthin.
Si x
hundred years of |ong sunmer days, long winter nights. Perhaps they had
set sail for the Fal klands. Five thousand years ago.
He call ed good-bye to the guide, who waved. On the way back to the car
park he stopped once to | ook back. Under a carpet of cloud the wi nd was
thrashing the tall beach grass, every waving stal k distinct, the
cl ouds'
undersi de visibly scalloped; and all of it touched with a silvery edge
of
I'i ght.
He ate lunch in Stromess, down by the docks, watching the fishing
boat s
ride at anchor. A very practical-1ooking fleet, of netal and rubber and
bright plastic buoys. In the afternoon he drove the Sierra around Scapa
Fl ow and over a bridge at the east channel, the one Wnston had ordered
bl ocked wi th sunken ships. The smaller island to the south was covered
with green fields and white farmhouses.
Late in the afternoon he drove slowy back to the Point of Buckquoy,
stopping for a look in the nearby ruins of the sixteenth century earl's
pal ace. Boys were playing soccer in the roofless main room
The tide was out, revealing a concrete wal kway set on a split bed of
wet
brown sandst one. He parked and wal ked over in the face of a stiff wind,
onto the Brough of Birsay.
Vi king ruins began i mredi ately, as erosion had dropped part of the old
settlenent into the sea. He clinbed steps into a tight network of
knee-hi gh walls. Conpared to Skara Brae, it was a big town. In the
m ddl e

of all the |l ow foundations rose the shoul der-high walls of a church
Twel fth century, ambitious Romanesque design: and yet only fifty feet

l ong, and twenty wi de! Now this was a pocket cathedral. It had had a
nonastery connected to it, however; and sone of the nmen who worshi pped



it had traveled to Rone, Mscow, Newfoundl and.

Picts had lived here before that; a few of their ruins lay bel ow the
Norse. Apparently they had | eft before the Norse arrived, though the
record wasn't clear. Wat was clear was that people had been living

here

for a long, long tine.

After a leisurely exploration of the site Frank wal ked west, up the
sl ope

of the island. It was only a few hundred yards to the |ighthouse on the

cliff, a nodern white building with a short fat tower.

Beyond it was the edge of the island. He wal ked toward it and emnerged
from

the wind shelter the island provided; a torrent of gusts al nost knocked

hi m back. He reached the edge and | ooked down.

At | ast sonething that | ooked |ike he thought it would! It was a | ong
way

to the water, perhaps a hundred and fifty feet. The cliff was breaking
of f

in great stacks, which stood free and tilted out precariously, as if
t hey

were going to fall at any nmoment. Great stone cliffs, with the sun
glaring

directly out fromthem and the surf crashing to smthereens on the
rocks

below. it was so obviously, grandiloquently the End of Europe that he
had

to laugh. A place nmade to cast oneself from End the pain and fear, do
a

Hart Crane off the stern of Europe ... except this | ooked |ike the bow,

actually. The bow of a very big ship, crashing westward through the
waves;

yes, he could feel it in the soles of his feet. And foundering, he
coul d

feel that too, the shudders, the rolls, the last sluggish list. So
j unpi ng

overboard woul d be redundant at best. The end woul d come, one way or

anot her. Leani ng out against the gale, feeling |like a Pict or Viking,
he

knew he stood at the end - end of a continent, end of a century; end of
a

cul ture.

And yet there was a boat, com ng around Marwi ck Head fromthe south, a

little fishing tub from Stromess, rolling horribly in the swell.
Headi ng

northwest, out to - out to where? There were no nore islands out there,

not until Iceland anyway, or G eenland, Spitsbergen ... where was it
goi ng

at this tinme of day, near sunset and the west wind tearing in?

He stared at the trawer for a long tinme, rapt at the sight, until it
was

not hi ng but a bl ack dot near the horizon. \Witecaps covered the sea,
and

the wind was still rising, gusting really hard. Gulls skated around on
t he

bl asts, landing on the cliffs below The sun was very near the water,
sliding off to the north, the boat no nore than flotsam and then he
renenbered the causeway and the tide.



He ran down the island and his heart | eaped when he saw the concrete

wal kway washed by white water, surging up fromthe right. Stuck here,

forced to break into the nuseumor huddle in a corner of the church ..
but no; the concrete stood clear again. If he ran -

He pounded down the steps and ran over the rough concrete. There were

scores of parallel sandstone ridges still exposed to the left, but the
ri ght side was subnerged already, and as he ran a broken wave rolled up
onto the wal kway and drenched himto the knees, filling his shoes with

seawat er and scaring himnuch nore than was reasonable. He ran on
cur si ng.

Onto the rocks and up five steps. At his car he stopped, gasping for

breath. He got in the passenger side and took off his boots, socks, and

pants. Put on dry pants, socks, and running shoes.

He got back out of the car

The wi nd was now a constant gale, ripping over the car and the point
and

the ocean all around. It was going to be tough to cook dinner on his

stove; the car made a poor w ndbreak, w nd rushing under it right at
stove

| evel .

He got out the foam pad, and propped it with his boots against the |ee

side of the car. The pad and the car's bul k gave himjust enough w nd

shelter to keep the little Bluet's gas flame alive. He sat on the
asphal t

behi nd the stove, watching the flames and the sea. The w nd was

trenendous, the Bay of Birsay riven by whitecaps, nore white than bl ue.

The car rocked on its shock absorbers. The sun had finally slid
si deways

into the sea, but clearly it was going to be a long bl ue dusk

VWen the water was boiling he poured in a dried Knorr's soup and
stirred

it, put it back on the flane for a few nore mnutes, then killed the

flanme

and ate, spooning split pea soup straight fromthe steam ng pot into
hi s

nmout h. Soup, bit of cheese, bit of salam, red wine froma tin cup
nor e

soup. It was absurdly satisfying to nake a nmeal in these conditions:
t he

wind was in a fury!
VWen he was done eating he opened the car door and put away his dinner
gear, then got out his w ndbreaker and rain pants and put themon. He
wal ked around the carpark, and then up and down the low cliffy edges of
the point of Buckquoy, watching the North Atlantic get torn by a ful
force gale. People had done this for thousands of years. The rich

tw |ight
blue | ooked like it would | ast forever.
Eventual ly he went to the car and got his notebooks. He returned to the
very tip of the point, feeling the wind like slaps on the ear. He sat

with
his | egs hangi ng over the drop, the ocean on three sides of him the
wi nd
pouring across him left to right. The horizon was a |line where purest
bl ue net bluest black. He kicked his heels against the rock. He could
see
just well enough to tell which pages in the notebooks had witing on
t hem

he tore these fromthe wire spirals, and bunched theminto balls and



threw
them away. They flew off to the right and di sappeared i medi ately in
t he
mur k and whi tecaps. Wien he had di sposed of all the pages he had
witten
on he cleared the long torn shreds of paper out of the wire rings, and
tossed them after the rest.

It was getting cold, and the wind was a constant kinetic assault. He

went

back to the car and sat in the passenger seat. Hi s notebooks |lay on the

driver's seat. The western horizon was a deep blue, now. Mist be el even
at

| east .

After a time he lit the candle and set it on the dash. The car was
still

rocking in the wind, and the candle flame danced and trenbled on its
wi ck.

Al the black shadows in the car shivered too, synchronized perfectly
with

the flane.

He picked up a notebook and opened it. There were a few pages left
bet ween

danp cardboard covers. He found a pen in his daypack. He rested his
hand

on the page, the pen in position to wite, its tip in the quivering
shadow

of his hand. He wote, "I believe that nan is good. | believe we stand
at

the dawn of a century that will be nore peaceful and prosperous than
any

in history." Qutside it was dark, and the wi nd how ed.
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