HEAVEN ON EARTH
By Sinmon dark

PART ONE: THE RETURN

"What' s been going on here, then?"

Hubert slipped off his cap and scratched the top of his head with a griny finger
as he stared out at the expanse of dry mud.

Charles sighed. It was a typical Hubert question that sounded cl oser to someone
grunbling at being woken too early on a norning rather than any indication of
genui ne curiosity.

Charl es reigned back his horse. "Well, what do you nmake of it, Hubert?

"Looks to nme as if the river's gorn and dried up."

"Looks the sane to nme." Charles shot Hubert a tired smle. "And it |ooks a good
deal easier going for the horses than this over-grown path."

"You mean we ought -"

"That's exactly what | mean, Hubert. We'll ride down there along the riverbed.
Come on."

Charl es urged the horse down the banking and onto the dry bed of the river that
| ooked Ii ke some kind of dark, dry pastry beneath the April sun. He heard
Hubert grunbling behind himas he followed. "Better we stopped in that there

barn ... this | ooks downright queer to ne."
"Hubert. The faster we go, the quicker we'll nmeet up with Jenny and the
ot hers."

"But nmy back's giving ne gyp. It ain't been right since-
"Hubert, trust ne. This way's quicker. Here have an apple." Charles had | ong
since found the easiest way to stem Hubert's interm nable grunmbling was to hand
hi m sonething to eat.

They rode in silence along a concrete hard mud that was littered with fish
skel et ons.

Charl es constantly scanned the over-grown riverbanks for signs of life. They
were in unfanmiliar territory here, and they' d seen enough of what bandits could
do not to take their own safety for granted. The Iine of the river was al nost as
straight as a road. Every now and agai n they

came across the remains of a boat or barge resting on the riverbed. In one such
barge Charles glinpsed the skeletal remains of a boatman laid out in the

wheel house. The Death cane faster to sonme than others

"Why do you think it's gorn and dried up fer?" asked Hubert as his discol oured
teeth worked at the core of the apple.

"Ah, | don't know, it can't be drought, considering the rain we had over the

wi nter. Perhaps it becane bl ocked upstream"”

"You can't just stop a river".

"Not stopped, maybe, but possibly diverted. Either by accident or design."
"Who' d do that then?"

Hubert's questions could be childlike at times. Charles sniled.

"That | don't know, Hubert. But rivers sonetines do changetheir courses quite
natural ly. A banking erodes, the waters bre& through and find a conpletely new
route to the sea."

"Still looks funny to ne. | don't like it."
"It's not for us to like, or dislike; just accept it as a Godgiven hi ghway back
to a confortable bed for the night... and don't nention that barn again. he

pl ace was swarnming with rats.”

"Rats are natural," Hubert observed gloomly. "This ain't. Soneone's drained
this river for a reason."

"Well, if you're right, Hubert, | hope | nmeet the man or wonman who did this, so
I can shake them by the hand."
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"You m ght regret neeting anyone doi ng anything as unnatural as this. Ungodly I
call it.”

"Ungodly, Hubert. To what? To nove hundreds of tons of earth? To build a damto
divert mllions of gallons of water into a new purpose cut channel ?" Charles
felt a tingle of excitenent. "No, Hubert. They nust be one hell of an engineer."
"M ght be Preston's work?"

"Greg?"

"Kind of thing he'd think of doin'."

"Yes, but good grief, nman, you know as well as | do that G eg died nonths ago."
“I'"mnot so sure"

"You know he did, Hubert".

"W never saw the body?"

"Agnes said..."

"And Agnes m ght have her reasons for lyin'
"Reasons. Wiat reasons, Hubert?"

"She fell inlove with Geg, didn't she? And himwith 'er. Maybe she were
tryin' to stop Jenny fromfinding where he were."

"Then what? So he could shack up with Agnes here in the m ddl e of nowhere?
VWere they could divert rivers together!" Charles felt the fury belting through
his Celtic blood. God Alnighty! Hubert could be so dense sonetinmes ... so
flam ng, inpossibly, stupidly dense.

"Geg's dead!" He bellowed at Hubert so loudly that the horses jittered back
startled. Hubert nearly dropped the rifle he carried in his hand. "And if people
got that into their heads then the better we'd all be! The last thingwe need is
a religious cult surrounding Greg Preston. Yes! The nman did good work. He sowed
the seeds of a federation that would link all those little comunities out there
into sonething resenbling a nation again! Wth roads, and transportation, and
electricity and trade. But G eg Preston is dead! Dead and buried!"

Most woul d have flinched before Charles furious outpourings. Hubert nerely
rubbed his stubbled chin doubtfully. "I don't know. .."

"What do you nean, you don't know?"

"But we've eard stories. W've nmet people who' ve seen Greg quite recent."”

"Yes, seen himat a distance, or - or net soneone who's brother's friend' s wife
has talked to a stranger who fits Greg's description. Now, |ook here, Hubert."
Charles levelled a gloved finger at him "Those are rumours - nothing but
rumours. And | don't want you passing themonto Jenny. She's going through
enough as it is. Got that?"

"Aye."

Hubert grunbled a few nore words that Charles didn't catch. Nor was he
interested. The sun would be setting in an hour or so. Instead he urged the
horse into a rapid trot. They rode in silence once nore. There was no sign of
human life. The fields flanking the dry riverbed were a junglelike riot of
weeds and wild flowers that seened to cast a reddish blush over the wgetation
Once a feral cat hissed at them from an over-hangi ng branch. Charles noticed how
much bi gger they were growi ng now, well-fed on a diet of mce and rats, whose
popul ati ons had expl oded with the dem se of hunmanki nd. And the mce shal

inherit the earth. Charles smled grimy. Now, that would have been one prophecy
with nore than a grain of truth about it.

They urged the horses on, nmaintaining the fast paced trot. Ahead, a freighter

| ay between the V shaped banks of the river. Its white paint was dl| gone,
leaving it the col our of rust.

"'Ere." Hubert pulled the horse up. "Charles, what the heck's that?"

Charl es shielded his eyes against the | ow sun and stared hard. "A ship. Nothing
nore than that, Hubert."

"But look howit's laying. That ain't no co-incidence, is it?"

Charles | ooked it over. Its position did | ook odd. But he didn't want to voice
any doubts in case it set Hubert off on his 'Ungodly' talk once nore. The ship
had appeared to cone to rest right across the river, its stern wedgedinto one
bank, the prowin the other.If anything it |ooked |ike a huge steel barrier.
"\What ever' s happened,” Charles said softly. "She's blocking our way. W'll have
to go round her."
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"I don't like this," Hubert grunbled. "I don't like this one little bt."
Cautiously now, because the banks were so high they prevented them seei ng beyond
theminto the surrounding fields, they followed the river bed until the banking
becane | ess steep, allowing themto reach the path once nore. Hubert paused to
check his rifle.

"Don't take all day about it, Hubert; not if you want some supper tonight."
Charl es rode the horse up the banking. There he stopped and stared. Because he'd
seen sonmething that sinply could not be.

In front of him where there should have been the flat fields of Eastern

Li ncol nshire was a | ake.

Here and there, the remains of houses broke the surface of the waters. He even
saw a church tower in the distance, standing |ike a stone finger fromthe gl assy
surface.

"Good heavens," he said in an awe struck voice. "If | didn't know better, 1'd
say someone deliberately created the | ake by danming the river with that ship."
"And | can tell you that soneone did."

Startled by the stranger's voice, Charles | ooked down to see a lone figure
rowi ng a boat fromthe shadows of the ship.

He recovered fromhis surprise and quickly assessed the figure. She certainly
didn't appear to pose a threat. She was slightly built with long red hair. A
snmle - alnost a secret snmile, at that - played on her face.

"Hello," he said. "My nanme's Charles - "

"Vaughan. Charles Vaughan. Yes, | know. "

"You know nmy nane?"

"Of course. | was told to wait for you here. And that gentleman with you is
Hubert.™"

"That's right, Mss." Hubert said confused. "But how do you know about us?"

"I know all about you. Now, please tether your horses I'mhere to take you
across to the other side.”

"Now, wait a mnute ... " Charles began

"Pl ease,"” said the worman in a light, pleasant voice. "You'll be safe. And your
horses will be | ooked after."

"But who told you we were coning this way?"

"Someone you know well," she said.

"And who is that, then?"

"Greg," she said, smling. "Greg Preston.”

PART TWO. WHATEVER GETS YOU THROUGH THE DAY

"' Eaven on Earth, that's what it is. 'Eaven on Earth."

"Wel |, Hubert, you've changed your tune,"” Charles said. "Just yesterday you were
sayi ng how ungodly it all was."
"Ah ... but we know different now, don't we?"

"You mean you've filled your belly with good food and beer, nore like."

"Look at this," Hubert picked a banana froma bow full of exotic fruits.
"Bananas. And nel ons and grapes and whatnot - | 'aven't seen fruit like this in
years."

The red haired wonman who'd brought them across the water to the island snmiled as
she poured nore beer into Hubert's glass. Her nanme was Pandora, and a smile

pl ayed constantly on her full red lips. "lIt's all grown in the hothouses. W

al so have mmi ze, strawberries, oranges, apricots, peppers, pawpaw -"

"Satsumas. | |ike satsumas, got any of thenP"

"No, Hubert, sadly not. Mre beer, Charles?"

Wth another warmsnile illunm nating her beautiful face she | eaned forward with
t he j ug.

Charles quickly covered the glass with his hand. "Thanks ... but no."

"As you wi sh. Some w ne perhaps?"
"Not for me, thank you. You've taken care of our stonachs, but you see the one
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thing that needs feeding nowis ny curiosity. Those greenhouses you showed us
are vast. How are they all heated?"

"They were the property of the Mnistry of Agriculture. A research
establ i shment or |aboratory, that kind of thing. I1'mtold that they're heated
by a natural deposit of orinulsion that's piped in fromjust beyond that hil
over there."

Puzzl ed, Hubert scratched his stubbled jaw. "Ori-what?"

"Orinuslion, Hubert." Charles said, "lIt's a formof natural flamuable gas." He
turned to the woman. "lI'msurprised the gas is still flow ng."

"We have one of the original work force in our camunity. She knows how to
operate the gas regulators. What's nore, she says there's enough gas under ground
here to heat the greenhouses for another fifty years. Now what nore can | tel
you?"

"Ch, there's lots, believe nme. Your skills and your produce will be vitally
important to the people out there. You know, we've encountered conmunities
that're are dying out for want of food. Here you' ve literally a cornucopia."
"Corni a-what ?" Began Hubert, but Charles surged on enthusiastically. Hubert was
right. This was a Heaven on Earth. He'd hardly believed his own eyes when
Pandora rowed them across to the island, which was surrounded by a vast | ake
from which the roofs of buildings protruded. He'd even marvel ed over the state
of Pandora's hands. The nails were wonderfully shaped; the pal ms uncall oused,
beautifully soft to the touch (she'd actually took himby the hand when show ng
hi m and Hubert around the community of sixty seven souls). The people there
showed no signs of the ravages of the | ast few years. Charles was famliar with
the typical Survivor who, nore often than not, would be clad in scavenged
clothes, often scruffy with unkenpt hair and workravaged hands - a testinony
to clinging to life in a hostile environnent.

Here, Charles was struck by the untroubl ed expressions of the people. They
sniled constantly. Wth peace and food aplenty |ife was good here, no doubt
about it.Now they sat in Pandora's cottage that | ooked onto the pair of little
hills that fornmed the highest parts of the island. Acres of glass roofs
glittered in the April sun.

"Now this island ... " Charles began, hungry for nore answers.

"This island is artificial as you quickly realised." Pandora favoured himwith
anot her of her beautiful smles. "He saw that our conmunity was threat ened by
wi | d dogs and bandits so he danmed the river using the cargo ship. Now that we
are separated fromthe rest of the world by a barrier of water we have a safe
haven. He saw to that."

"He? Who is this He exactly?"

"Come, Charles. | nentioned his nane yesterday."
"G eg Preston?"
"Yes."

"But Greg Preston is dead."

"Believe me, he was truly alive when | saw himlast."

"When was this?"

"A week ago."

"A week!"

Charl es rocked back. His head spun. "Greg's alive? Nowthat is one hell of a
revel ati on, believe ne."

"I told you so, didn't 1?" Hubert took a huge swallow of beer as if rewarding
his own genius for deduction. "Like |I said, we none of us saw the body."

Charl es rubbed his jaw thoughtfully, and then | ooked at Pandora. "If you've got
time, 1'd like to ask you nore questions?"
"By all neans, Charles. | love talking to you."

"Hubert, you might like to take a wal k. "

"I don't want nothin' of the sort."

"Hubert."

The warning grow in Charles' voice was plain to hear. Pandora spoke gently to
Hubert, "Why don't you talk to Tinmothy. He's baking in the kitchen. I'msure
he'd | ove your conpany."

Muttering Hubert stood up, hitched his string belt higher up his waist, and then
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left the room

Charles didn't dislike Hubert. He was a good nan to have at your side. But the
fact of the matter was Charles wanted to |l earn as rmuch about this nysterious
resurrection of Greg Preston as possible, and Hubert could only be guaranteed to
interject questions that could be just plain daft at tinmes.Charles reached
across the table and laid his hand on Pandora's wist. "Pandora. It's inportant
- vitally inportant you tell ne as rmuch as you can about Geg's visit here."

"Of course, Charles."

"When did Greg damthe river?"

"Ch, about eighteen nonths ago."

"He left after that?"

"Yes. Straight away. He said he had other work to do."

"But you told nme you saw himjust |ast week?"

"Yes, | was wal king on the shore at night when | heard himcalling me from
across the water..."

Charles sat with his fingers knitted together listening gravely, thinking hard,
and then fram ng the next question. He realised he nust have sounded |like a
detective questioning a suspect, but he knew he nmust learn the truth before he
said so nuch as a word of all this to Jenny.

Meanwhi l e, in the kitchen Hubert was enjoying hinself. In fact, he hadn't
enjoyed hinself this nmuch in years. He sat on a tall stool watching Tinothy bake
cakes in a wood fired stove. Tinothy was a willowy youth with bl onde hair and

sl eepy, good nat uredeyes.

Hubert found hinself chuckling again at sonething Tinothy had said.

"Hel p yourself to another cake, Hubert. They're good, eh?"

"Good. Very good. Can't get enough of 'em How come they're so sweet when you
can't get no sugar?"

"Ah, that's the honey, Hubert. We have our own hives."

Hubert chuckl ed and stuffed another cake into his nouth. "Yer pullin' ny |eg.
It's still too cold for bees to be producin' honey."

"The hives are in the hothouses. The bees have been feeding on peach bl ossom™
"No wonder it's so sweet. Bl oody good though. What goes in 'enf

"They're our own recipe."

Hubert rubbed the crunbs fromthe stubble around his nouth. The smile on his
face became wider and wider. He'd not felt this good in. . . how long?
Gracious. He'd never felt this good ever, he realised. Good food, and a soft bed
t he night before, had magi cked away all his aches and pains. Wy, he couldn't
even feel the dull ache of |unbago that usually haunted the bottom of his back
like a vengeful spirit. As for the rheunmatic pairs in his shoul ders, they'd

vani shed conpl etel y.

"So, you like it here, Hubert?" Tinmpthy smled as he lifted another tray full of
t he gol den cakes fromthe oven.

"That | do." Hubert spoke with feeling. " 'Eaven en Earth,it is
"You're right there, Hubert. It's a good life here."

"And so | told "imthrough there - Charles. But all he does is want to ask
guestions. Y know if he found the goose that |aid gol den eggs he woul dn't be
content until he'd cut it to pieces to find out howit worked. That is if he

coul d skin a goose. Architect he is. One of these who never used to get 'is
"ands dirty in the old world, not like us ... " Hubert chuckled. "Wat good is
all 'is learning now and di pl omas and such1like?" This struck Hubert as being
even funnier and he laughed until his stomach nuscles ached in protest.

Ti mothy said sinply, "Hubert, why don't you stay?"

"Stay 'ere?"

"Yes. You'd be a useful man to have around the place.” "I amthat. | can neuter
aramin the wink of an eye.” "Stay then."

"Charles . "imthrough there, wouldn't have none of it."

"W can ask him can't we? W need help to harvest the crops in the greenhouses.
The nectarines will be ready for picking soon. Oten we have so many they rot on
t he branches".

"'Ere. I've been neaning to ask . . . why is it all this fruit ripens so early

in the year?"
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"Special plants and trees. Before the Death, scientists had devel oped plants
that woul d produce fruit at different tinmes of the year."

"You rmean apples in April, that sort of thing?
Ti mot hy nodded as he mi xed nore flour and butter
"Seens rumto nme," Hubert said, frowning. "Wren't it scientists neddlin' wth

stuff they knew nothi ng about that got us into this nmess in the first place?"
"No-one really knows. Mre cake, Hubert? Try the one with the cherries.”
Hubert ate. The cake really was delicious. So delicious in fact he forgot to
worry about why trees fruited in the early spring. He was just thinking he
m ght stay here when Charles walked into the kitchen. He was pulling onhis
gl oves in what seemed to Hubert a depressingly businesslike way.

"Conme on, Hubert. Tine we were noving on."

"Stay and 'ave sone o' this cake. You've tasted nothing like it."

"Ch, I'msure that | haven't. But we've got to be getting back to Jenry and
the rest.”

"But we could -

"Hubert. Get your boots on."

Hubert shot a glance at Timothy and then at Pandora who stood in the
doorway. Smiling, she gave a shrug which seemed to say, "Well, | tried.’

In a borrowed boat Charles rowed across the |ake. Hubert |ounged idly back,
trailing his fingers in the water. He nibbled alnopst delicately on a hunk of
cherry cake as he sang, or rather grunted the words to a song.

"M chael, row your boat ashore '"allelujiah. Mchael row your boat -
"Hubert, do you have to sing?"

Hubert grinned "I like singin'"

"You might. But, if you forgive nme, | don't care for your style."
"M chael row the boat ashore, "alielujiah ...

"Ch, good God in Heaven."

"Charles ...what... what did that woman 'ave to say about G eg?"
"Ch, Pandora? It took some piecing together. She seemed to have a fairly

| ai ssez-faire attitude to life - reality in particular."

Charl es paused rowi ng for a nonment. The boat coasted slow yunder its own
nmonentum A cool wind blew, rippling the waters

"Well, Hubert,"” he said slowly. "It's true Geg was here around ei ghteen
nmont hs ago. At a tinme we knew himto be alive."

Hubert chuckl ed.

"What's so funny, Hubert?"

"I'm just thinkin" how he blocked the river with the bat and mnmade an
island for "em 1 reckon that was a clever idea." Hubert chuckl ed again and
Charl es gl ared.

"Anyway," Charles continued, "Pandora told nme that Geg noved on after
that."

"But he came back | ast week. She saw him"

"Yes, she did, Hubert. At least that's what she told ne."

"You believe her?"

"l believe she believed what she saw. "

"OnN d you nean?"

"She said she wal ked along the banks of the island last Eriday night and
saw Geg. He told her to expect two of his friends would be coming this way
and to give thema nessage to pass onto Jenny."

"So he is alive then?"

Charl es | ooked at Hubert's wi de-eyed expression. The crunbs of cake stuck
around hi s nout h.

"No, he's dead, Hubert."

"Ere, you're talking daft ... how can he be talking to this Pandora and be
dead at the sanme tine? You nean she saw a ghost?"
"No, Hubert. | don't think she even saw the ghost of Geg Preston.”
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Charles shook his head. Hubert was grinning stupidly from ear to ear. He
expl ained slowy for Hubert's benefit. "You see, Hubert. On that island they
grow nore than fruit and vegetables in their greenhouses."”

Hubert bit off a mouthful of cake. "What's that, then?"

"Well, why does Pandora and the rest look so ... so indestructibly happy al
the time?"

"You mean they're groin' sonethin' funny?"

"Yes, Hubert, sonething very funny, and they've put it in that cake you're
eating."

Hubert giggled, then he | ooked at the cake through strangely gl azed eyes.

"Yes, Hubert. Dope, henp, marijuana, whatever nane you care to give it, it's
part of their staple diet."

"So, this Pandora wonman |I-100 ... luccinated about G eg | astweek?"

"Yes, she hallucinated."

"So, what nessage did she say we had to pass on to Jenny?"

"Never mind that. It's not inportant now we know it was nothing nore than a
dream "

"But how di d Pandora know our nanes? And to expect us coming this way?"

"Greg nust have told her our names when he first visited here eighteen
nmont hs ago. The drugs did the rest. Now, you might as well sit back and enjoy

what's left of this ride because we've still a good eight hours on horseback
ahead of us".
Hubert still wore the huge goofy grin. "And that Ilot feel like I do all the

time? Sort of warmand floatin' on air?"

"I imagi ne so. They nust have been permanently stoned for God knows how nany
years."

"It's good - a flippin good feelin.""

"These are difficult tines tolive in ... Charles shook his head, a ghost
of a snmle on his lips. "So whatever gets you through the day, Hubert. Whatever
gets you through the day."

Gipping the oars once nore, Charles rowed on across the waters.

THE END
HEAVEN ON EARTH
By Sinmon dark
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