
  CHAPTER 28

        On  the  evening  of  the  second   day  after   his  return,   Carl   received  a 

  message. One of the older children had been despatched from the town.

        "Old   Sister   Martha   would   like   to   see   you   urgently   -   it's   about   the 

    Councilman - "

        The boy hadn't been able, or was reluctant to tell him anything else. It 

  was certain that he was in a hurry to get away from the awe-inspiring hermit 

  on the headland. Carl watched his headlong flight down the path to the town. 

  He didn't stop running until he disappeared from his view. Carl sighed, shook 

  his head and turned his thoughts to the message the boy had brought.

        His   relationship   with   the   Councilman   and   Martha   had   barely 

    progressed   beyond   polite   acknowledgement   whenever   he   had   met  them  - 

  and that had been infrequently. There had been the occasion when he had 

  put a stop to the over enthusiastic program of rules and regulations being 

  issued   to   govern   the   fledgling   community.   His   approach   had   been 

  authoritative and businesslike and there had been no arguments. Since that 

  time,  he   had   hardly   caught   sight   of   them,  except   when   they  attended   the 

  community gatherings to give thanks for the harvests. 

        It was noticeable that the Councilman was still withdrawn and locked 

  into his own fantasy world. He had aged, as had Martha, though not to such a 

    pronounced   degree.   The   Councilman   was  becoming   physically   feeble   and 

  had to be assisted from place to place, by the more devoted of his followers. 

  It might have been imagination but the rest of the community hadn't seemed 

  to   have   grown   older.   It   was   too   soon   to   tell   -   after   only   six  years   of   the 



  kingdom -  whether the general ageing process was slowing down. If it was, 

  then the Councilman was not typical, for under the previous standards, he 

  looked his age. Carl guessed him to be in his mid seventies.      

        The   coterie   of   followers   with   which   they   had   emerged   from   the 

  Command Post, had shrunk to a half dozen. They still gathered around the 

  ageing couple but not for the original purpose of prayer meetings. Over the 

  years, the Councilman had grown less inclined to recite biblical verses or to 

  exclaim fervently in religious excitement. The small group would sit silently 

  and watch the world pass by, talking quietly amongst themselves. Carl had 

  wondered once or twice, if they had been plotting something but eventually 

  dismissed the thought. There was no energy for plotting and even less for 

  executing plots. The peace of the Kingdom was not disturbed.

        The summons had seemed urgent, Carl looked at the setting sun and 

  decided to make his way down into the town, before darkness made the path 

    treacherous. When he came to the junction to the main road, he glanced to 

  the track leading  to Dar and his family. It wasn't the first time that he had 

  wondered how they were settling in to their new home. He turned the other 

  way   towards   Pringle's   Head,   there   would   be   time   enough   to   visit   Dar   in 

  another few days - when it didn't look as if he was over interested and it didn't 

  look as if he was over eager to see Ruth.

        He reflected on that thought as he descended the slope into Pringle's 

  Head. He questioned  his stubbornness in  trying  to keep his distance  from 

  Ruth. It wasn't that he disliked her, on the contrary, he was trying hard not to 

  accept that his feelings were much deeper than he found comfortable. She 

  had set his well ordered world on its head and he spent a great deal of time 

  reproving   himself   that   he   was   behaving   like   a   moonstruck   schoolboy.   His 

    stubbornness had a great deal to do with disproving the knowing expression 



  he saw on Dar's face every time they met, or every time he mentioned Ruth, 

  no matter how casual the comment.

        He had reached the outer perimeter of the town. It was such higher up 

  the track than just six years earlier,  when Dar had come this way with his 

  men, as the forerunner of the occupying forces. The growth in the number of 

  new houses was a pointed reminder to the organising ability of Peter Kharkov 

  and the expansion of population. It had certainly had nothing to do with the 

  spate of rules and regulations issued by the couple he was about to visit.

        It   was   in   the   dark   part   of   the   evening,   just   after   the   sunset,   the 

  increasing crescent moon would soon rise and he would witness once again, 

  one of the wonders of the Kingdom. The sky would brighten and the shadows 

  would   retreat   and   because   it   was   a   crescent   moon   and   not   full,   the   light 

  would be half that of the days before the Kingdom, a kind of pearly grey, soft 

  and opaque, bathing the buildings, the trees and the ocean. But that was yet 

  to   come,   now   it   was   dark   and   the   house   of   the   Councilman   and   Martha 

  seemed to crouch in the shadows.

        He reminded himself that there was no need to feel apprehensive or 

  threatened. Whatever  power the  Councilman and his followers might have 

  enjoyed in the past, was now stripped away from them. There could be no 

  harm  nor   hurt   in   the   Kingdom.  For   all   that,   his   pulse   had   quickened,   his 

  adrenaline was pumping in anticipation of a battle to come.

          Martha  opened the door and stared at him for a long  moment. Carl 

  wondered if the boy had got it wrong and that his visit was a surprise to the 

  old lady.

          "Thank you for coming, Mr. Steinbecker."  

          "Your message sounded urgent, or perhaps I got it wrong?."

        She stood aside and he entered a room that had been reconstructed 



  across the front of the house. The Councilman sat close to an open window, 

  looking out into the night. Carl realised that he would have been watching the 

  path along which he had walked to the house.

          "Good evening, Councilman."

        It was said out of politeness, he was surprised to get a reply.

          "Good evening, Mr. Steinbecker."

        Carl looked into the eyes of the old man. Dar would have said that he 

  was 'at home'. It was disconcerting to feel the shrewd assessment which the 

  old man gave him, it was as if it was the first time they had met.

          "You   are   surprised   to   see   me   lucid   and   capable   of   holding   a 

  conversation with you?"

        It was less a question than a statement - it was also a challenge.

        "Yes, I am surprised - surprised that I was called at such urgency. I 

  thought at the very least, it was a matter of life or death!"

        The old man nodded.

        "Ah!   yes,   Life   or   death!   Perhaps   your   supposition   was   correct   Mr. 

    Steinbecker - perhaps this is a matter of life or death. I asked my dear Martha 

  to   send   for   you   because,   as   you   are   aware,   my  moments   of   lucidity   are 

  infrequent. I cannot tell  how long it will  be before I lapse into incoherence 

  again, or if I will then ever emerge into a lucid state once again - so you see, 

  perhaps this is a matter of life or death."

        Carl took a mental note of 'my dear Martha'. From all accounts Martha 

  had a hard time controlling the fluctuating moods of the old man. He glanced 

  at   her   but   her   return   look   was   schooled   and   pleasant.   He   had   a   mental 

  flashback to the many times he had visited congregation members, when he 

  had known that there were problems but for the duration of his visit, there had 

  been a facade of pleasantness and politeness. 



          There  had been  one  occasion  when he had returned  to  retrieve  an 

  article   he   had   left   behind   and   he   had   heard   an   increasing   crescendo   of 

  argument   as   he   neared   the   front   door.   There   had   been   an   embarrassed 

  silence when they had opened to his knock. He had waited, prepared to make 

  a   second   visit   if   they   desired,   but   the   invitation   hadn't   been   extended. 

  Perhaps that would be repeated when he left on this occasion. He reminded 

  himself that he wasn't an administration brother and that they had to live their 

  lives in the Kingdom according to that which moved within their souls. They 

  were watching him, waiting for a response.

          "Perhaps you had better tell me what's on your mind."

        "Why have you avoided talking to us since the last occasion?"

        Once again, a direct attack.

        "I thought we had dealt with whatever was on your mind then. I told 

  Darren to tell you that the Firstling is the one to whom you should address 

  your questions. I told him that I was not authorised to teach the Gospel of the 

  Kingdom, no matter what position I might have enjoyed in the days before the 

  First Resurrection."

        The Councilman's stare was unwavering.

        "That is not quite true, I think - It is clear that the Firstling regards you 

  as someone with superior knowledge and that you are to assist in the task of 

  teaching all men."

        "It is God who will teach all men - no man can do that."

        "The Firstlings are not God - "

        "The Firstlings are Kings and Priests who are given the task to assist 

  in the teaching of all men. They are commissioned by God the Father and 

  they are the Bride of the Son of God."

        The Councilman let out his breath very slowly.



        "How is it possible that we could have been so wrong, Mr. Steinbecker. 

  I refer to the time in which we all sought our way to God - when there were so 

  many ways laid open before men - How is it possible that in our sincerity, we 

  were allowed to tread the wrong path?"

          "You   are   wrong,   Councilman.   There   was   only   ever   one   path   -   not 

  many.   There   was   only   ever   one   way.   You   created   a   path!   It   suited   you 

  because it gave you a certain prestige among your followers and you deluded 

  yourself that the distortions of your teaching were minor points that could be 

  ignored. The end justified the means, that was your philosophy! 

        Tell  me, why do you  dwell  on these things? The future counts. This 

  Kingdom of Peace counts. The fear of the Second Death counts. The Day of 

  Judgement counts. Consider these things and learn of the Firstlings who are 

  sent to teach men the way to follow, when at the end of the Thousand years, 

  Satan will be released for a while and all men will be tempted of him!" 

        The old man smiled slowly.

          "You   try   to   avoid   the   suggestion   that   you   are   a   teacher,   Mr. 

  Steinbecker - and yet, you teach! None of us can avoid our destiny, whether 

  it is the Day of Judgement, or the Second Death - or whether we are to assist 

  in the teaching of all men."

          "You are talking about fatalism, Councilman - that is unacceptable! We 

  are all given our free will to choose life or death, a blessing or a curse."

        "The   eternal   conflict   between   predestination   and   free   will,   Mr. 

  Steinbecker. I say this to you: Life is a cheat! - Life is a cheat! This existence 

  is a delusion. Even this Kingdom of Peace is a delusion! It will end with the 

  release of Satan and then there will be more unrest and suffering! Mankind 

  has never been able to win - always he is cheated! A child is born, grows to a 

  young  adult, he is full  of enthusiasm and ideals.  He finds a helpmate and 



  marries   and   creates   another   generation.   He   wrestles   with   adversity,   with 

  financial burdens, with sickness and these are made out to be virtues which 

  will hone his character. He is presented with doctrines and told to reach out 

  for eternity and that all his troubles are a preparation for glory. 

        At the end of his days, he faces the inevitable anguish of separation 

  from   loved   ones.   Relationships   that   have   held   solid   for   decades,   are 

  wrenched   apart,   sometimes   accompanied   by   the   most   bitter   pains   and 

  anguish. That is his reward! That is the outcome! If he has followed a way 

  that he thought would lead to glory - he is told, 'It is a sham, that was not the 

  way after all'. I say again - life is a cheat and man is the loser!"

        Carl stared into the animated face of the old man - and it was an old 

  face. The light of the rising moon accentuated the lines and the tightly drawn 

  skin across the skull.

        "What is the point you are trying to make?"

          "Point, Mr. Steinbecker - point! None I think, just an observation. Put it 

  down to the ramblings of an old and disillusioned man. I wanted to talk with 

  you whilst there was still time."

        "It doesn't have to be that you will relapse, Councilman. The Kingdom 

  of Peace is not a place where you will be cheated. Man won't tell you lies or 

  lead  you  into  wrong  paths.  The  Firstlings  will  tell  you  the  truth  and  if  you 

  accept it, you  will  withstand Satan when he is released for a while. In the 

  Kingdom, life is not a cheat!"

        The old man laughed softly.

        "Even for an old cheat like me, Carl Steinbecker? I will tell you a secret 

  - not even Martha knows this! When I applied for my position with the local 

  authority, back there in the world of cheats, I lied about my age, if I hadn't 

  done  so, I would  not have  risen  to the  position  of authority I enjoyed, nor 



  would I have had charge of the Civil Defence Post. I would not have had my 

  little empire and my moment of authority, or my delusions of grandeur. You 

  see, Mr. Steinbecker, I am being very frank, I can see things very clearly. My 

  dear Martha, I took ten years off my age and I am now well on the way to the 

  age when the sinner can expect to be accursed and die!"

        He grinned in the moonlight and then closed his eyes and leaned back 

  in the chair. Carl watched for a moment and looked across to Martha.

        "I think he's asleep - "

        She shrugged.

        "Thank you for coming, Mr. Steinbecker."

        She led him to the street like a polite hostess and closed the door on 

  him. He stood in the pearly light and wondered what the interview had meant.

        Carl   returned   to   his   solitary   existence   and   for   the   first   time,   felt   a 

  certain restlessness. He was no longer so contented with its quietness. The 

  ensuing days seemed long, despite the fact that he received a steady stream 

  of visitors. One evening, he sat in his favourite  spot above the ocean and 

  tried to analyse his thoughts. He knew that he was still  trying  to avoid  the 

  issue where Ruth was concerned. He had been honest when he said that he 

  had  become set in  his  bachelor  ways.  He was  too  old  to  act the  lovesick 

  swain. He wasn't even sure that he remembered how to do it. Nevertheless, 

  obedience dictated that he had to try.

        He dressed himself in a fresh linen smock and as the coolness of the 

  evening  increased, took up a standing  invitation  and presented  himself on 

  Dar's doorstep for dinner. They were surprised but he was made welcome. 

  He   saw   the   looks   exchanged   between   Dar   and   Merle   and   the   obvious 

  manoeuvring to leave Ruth and himself alone, when the meal was finished. 

  He made a lame beginning.



        "It's   been   a   long   time   since   we   could   have   a   talk.   I   enjoyed   our 

  conversation on the first night you came to the lighthouse."

        "I thought you told us that you enjoyed the sound of the sea on the 

  rocks for conversation and the sound of the wind!"

        Carl   cleared   his   throat   and   felt   the   colour   rise   from   his   neck.   She 

  relented a little.

          "You've been very busy, it does seem a long time since you paid us a 

  visit."

        "Yes, I suppose it does - "

        "I think Dar's missed you, he was always telling us how he liked to talk 

  things over with you."

        "I've missed our talks too - "

        "But you have been very busy - "

          "That's true - ever since Peter - the captain - left, I've been the focus of 

  a   whole   barrage   of  questions.   You  wouldn't   believe  what I'm  supposed  to 

  decide!"

          "Surely, no one expects you do to everything yourself? I'm certain the 

  captain never did that. I expect you have working groups in the town? You 

  can't be expected to do everything!"

        "It would be nice if some of the others thought like that! But, we tried to 

  run things by committee in the past. Just mention that to Dar! He'll soon tell 

  you what he thinks about committees!"

        "Did I hear my name mentioned?"

        Dar emerged warily from an adjoining room.

        "I was telling Ruth about our last experiment with a committee."

          "Martha, you mean! Don't tell me that you intend to visit that plague on 

  us again!" 



        Carl smiled ruefully.

        "It wasn't one of my better suggestions."

          "You   can't   be   expected   to   come  up   with   the   perfect   solution   every 

  time."

        "I wish others saw it the same way, Ruth. I have an incessant parade 

  of people trekking out to the lighthouse to talk about every subject under the 

  sun, ranging from maternity care to when and where we're going to beach the 

  Barenkov and start tearing her apart."

          "You're a great organiser, Uncle Carl - you know all the answers."

        "If you make that comment once more, Dar, I might forget the period 

  we're living in and become violent!"

        Dar showed his teeth in a provocative grin.

        "I know just  what you  need,  Uncle  Carl  -  the  ultimate solution.  You 

  need a helpmate!"

        He   retreated   into   the   adjoining   room  in   a   perfectly   timed   exit.   Carl 

  looked quickly at Ruth and caught the ghost of a disappearing smile.

          "He's very fond of you."

        Carl nodded in agreement.

        "I wish I had some answers - "

        "Why don't you appoint a small circle of advisers? People you respect 

  and can trust. From what I've learned from Dar. The mistake that was made 

  with   Martha,   was  to   allow  her   to   have   her   head.   You   have   to   control   the 

  groups and review everything they do - all I'm suggesting is good business 

  practice.   Be   like   the   first   Christians   who   appointed   deacons   to   do   the 

  everyday work, so that the apostles of that time could get on with the task for 

  which they were called, which was to teach and give spiritual advice and not 

  to act as administrators. As I recall,  none of the problems could be called 



  trivial, but they were such that others could handle them."

        Not long after, Carl had returned down the track to the lighthouse. He 

  lay awake into the night thinking over the evening and their conversation.

        It had been the first of many occasions when they had sat and talked 

  on   every   subject   excepting   the   one   that   mattered.   She   always   had   good 

  advice   and   he   came   to   rely   on   her   good   sense.   What   didn't   make   good 

  sense,   was   that   he   would   stumble   home  down   a   darkened   track   on   each 

  occasion and wonder why he found it so hard to bring the conversation round 

  to what he had rehearsed over and over in the solitude of his lighthouse. 

          Several weeks later, there came an occasion when it could no longer 

  be avoided. Carl began awkwardly.

          "You know that I have a very high regard for you, Ruth."

        "Do I, Carl?"

        Carl gave her a sharp look, she stared resolutely at the ground.

        "Well - Of course! I thought you knew that I have the highest regard for 

  you!"

          "You've never made your opinions very clear, Carl and I could hardly 

  ask you outright, what you thought of me!"

        Carl flushed to the roots of his hair and stammered.

        "I   think   you're   a   very   fine   woman,   Ruth   -   I   have   the   highest   -   er   - 

  regard for you."

        Ruth smiled gently.

        "Are you sure that this - er - regard - isn't a result of being ordered to 

  take me to wife, by the Firstling?"

        Carl's mouth sagged open helplessly.

        "For   an   otherwise   articulate   man,   you   are   very   reticent   about 

  expressing your feelings."



        "That isn't fair! I've been alone for a long time -  I'm not used to acting 

  like a youngster with a girlfriend."

        She erupted into a peal of laughter - it was very attractive.

        "It's   quite   a   while   since   anyone   has   compared   me  to   a   teenager   - 

  favourably, that is - I don't expect you to woo me, Carl Steinbecker. I'll settle 

  for your good intentions. I promise you, I'll be a good wife to you and we'll 

  raise a brood of children!"

        Dar   peered   out   of   an   adjacent   window  and   saw  them  locked   in   an 

  embrace. He retreated and started to gyrate about in a solo victory dance. He 

  grabbed a startled Merle as she passed and incorporated her into the wild 

  gallop. 

          "Stop acting the fool, you idiot! Think of the baby!"

        Dar came to a rapid halt and grinned at her. She tried to recover her 

  breath. He pointed to the clinging couple and let out a yell of exultation. Wolf, 

  in the nearby forest, joined in the spirit of the occasion and howled softly at 

  the rising  moon. Distantly,  possibly,  there could have been a response, or 

  perhaps it was only an echo.

        Carl   bowed   to   the   inevitable,   there   was   no   arguing   with   such 

    determination. When the Firstling came to the community on the occasion of 

  the next harvest, they stood before him and received a blessing. Carl took his 

  new wife to the lighthouse on the headland and there they remained until the 

  structure started to crumble. 

        And through the ensuing years, when the tasks of the day were over 

  and their children slept and in the quietness of the evening light, Carl began 

  to compile a chronicle of all those significant things which had happened in 

  the decades and centuries of the Kingdom. An inheritance for their children 

  and for the generations who were to follow. 



 


