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			“The forest was shrinking but the trees kept voting for the axe, for the axe was clever and convinced the trees that because his handle was made of wood, he was one of them.”


			Turkish Proverb













			 


			Part one: Emergence 













			1


			I remember it like it was yesterday. The moon cluster had only just begun to brighten, the largest showing a sliver of her face in the twilight. The Street was awash with the sound of the residents enjoying themselves. Children played a game of ball from curb to curb, while their parents watched on. I waved a greeting before allowing myself a brief moment to revel in the beauty of the galaxy.


			But I had pressing matters to take care of, and no amount of procrastination would prevent that. The evening was cool, so I dressed casually in trousers and a light jacket. Not smart as such, but careful to be free of any detritus from my garden. It was necessary to be taken seriously. 


			Dinner had been and gone, and our children were safely in bed, so I was now free to go and see Mr Zand. After some convincing, my wife, Lillian, had agreed to stay behind. I believed it was better that I go to speak to him alone. Despite my earlier anger, I was now willing to hear the man out. I set my jaw. Just across the road was my destination: Number 13. 


			New Gillion Street, named after the nation that had propelled humanity into the cosmos (following the great calamities that had befallen that formerly verdant world), appeared like an old-world street, or so my grandmother had explained when I was a child. The settlement had a pavement on either side of the road for access to each of the twenty detached two-storey dwellings. Streetlamps were dotted along the road for the dark nights, solar-powered, of course, much like everything else. The Town Hall, home of the Committee, school, and medical facility, bookended the Street in the north. To the south was the Market, where the residents could collect food from the farm beyond, expertly cultivated by androids salvaged from the Crash. It really was a little patch of civility in an otherwise wild world. 


			When I arrived at the Odd side, I spied the inevitable twitch of the curtains of Number 19. I shook my head to show Mr Takashi that I wasn’t fazed by his meddlesome inspections. I continued north. A feeling of discomfort passed through me, that peculiar sensation of being observed. I walked faster and glanced over to my side of the Street, the Even side, for moral support, but I was also met with opened curtains. Clearly, I was the talk of the Street. 


			I came to Mr Zand’s house. The front garden was impeccably kept. The lawn was mowed to the right length, with brightly-coloured plants below the lounge window. I was impressed. I stepped up to the door, rapped twice, settled back with my hands behind my back, and waited. I tried to ignore my reflection in the small window of the door. I was a little more rounded around the waistline and a touch greyer at the temples. My auburn hair was a tad thinner and there were a few more lines on my forehead and eyes than I recalled, but then that’s life, I guess.


			A minute passed and I considered knocking again, but the door abruptly swung inward to reveal Mr Zand, his pallid face beaming with delight.


			“Mr Smith, what a wonderful surprise,” he exclaimed. “What can I do for you this fine evening?” 


			The quiddity of his accent threw me off. It was like no other on New Gillion Street. I’d never really thought to pry into his ancestry, but I had always wondered. He was ostensibly dressed for visitors, besuited in blue tweed with polished black shoes. Not only had his shoes survived the Crash, but he had kept them spotless in the interim, which I had to say was quite the achievement. Still, it was a little formal for my tastes. 


			I’d not had much to do with the fellow, what with him being on the Odd side of the Street, but on the rare occasions I had spoken to him I had always found him a little peculiar. He seemed to have been one of the oldest residents of our colony for as long as I, or my parents for that matter, could remember. From what I could gather, he was well respected by the Odds…but there was something about him that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. My first thought when I saw him that evening was that he must have excellent genes. His pale face was devoid of any meaningful creases.  


			I returned his smile and composed myself. 


			“Good evening! I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time. You look as though you’re about to step out?” 


			 “Nothing that cannot wait, my dear fellow,” replied Mr Zand with a chuckle and then gestured into his home. “Will you please come in? I can fix you some refreshment.” 


			Before I could accept, Mr Zand turned on his heels and went inside. “Go into the lounge and make yourself at home, my good man,” he called over his retreating shoulder, “I won’t be more than a moment.”


			I stepped inside. It was the first time I’d ever been in his house, and first impressions were agreeable. I could smell the faint but pleasant aroma of burning firewood, tinged with something else I couldn’t quite place. 


			I hung my jacket and went straight to the lounge. An open fire provided most of the light. The gyrating flames gave the room an eerie ambience, and its heat quickly warmed me. The room was elegant, with two chairs sat in the centre of the room, adorned with hemp cushions. They stood on a beautiful rug, a relic of Taldreel from our home world, Yuthea, with its twisting crimson and flaxen weave. Inevitably it was aged, having travelled such a great distance, and dull and frayed at the edges. Above the fireplace hung an old star map of our local galaxy, with our colony’s position highlighted in red. Curiously, there were other points noted, but ones that I was unaware of. 


			The fireplace and the map encompassed one wall, the front window another, while the remaining two were comprised of bookshelves. I inspected their contents, running my finger along the battered tomes. A few of them caught my eye, classics from Gillion, which had survived the journey here. Nirvana Misplaced by Reginald Maltby, Propaganda and Other Startling Ideas by Mittie Callan, and a particularly worn copy of The Master of the Deception by Gordon Burke. The list was endless, book after book, largely non-fiction with a focus on politics and philosophy.


			“Admiring my collection, Mr Smith?” 


			Caught in the act, I turned my attention away from the bookshelf and found Mr Zand in the doorway holding a tray bedecked with a pot of tea, cups, and a jug of milk, all fashioned from ceramic. Framed under the jamb, I noticed how short he was. He was roughly half my size, with a bald head and white hair trimmed on the sides to match the neatly sculpted beard on his chin. He had donned some ancient silver glasses, which perched on the tip of his nose. 


			“Very much so, Mr Zand,” I remarked. “It’s still a wonder to me that so many books survived the Crash, but this is certainly an impressive collection by any standard.”


			Mr Zand seemed pleased with the compliment and inclined his head. “Thank you, my dear fellow. As you can see, I’ve gathered them over the years and fixed them up.” He gestured towards the chairs. “Now make yourself comfortable by the fire, and I shall prepare you a spot of tea. How do you take it? Milk? Sugar?” 


			I sat on the seat nearest to me, the heat of the fire warming my face. “Just milk. No sugar, thank you. I’m sweet enough.” 


			Mr Zand chuckled, laid the tray down and poured two cups. He passed one to me, gathered his own, and sat down.


			He took a dainty sip of his tea and smacked his lips. “Wonderful.” He crossed his legs and fixed his gaze upon me, slighting cocking his head. I took the cue and sipped my own beverage, lifting the cup in approval. 


			“So then, Mr Smith,” said Mr Zand, rather formally. “How can I help you on this fine Neo-Yuthean evening?”  


			I took another sip of tea and collected my thoughts before making my case. 


			“Mr Zand, we had a visitor today, Mrs Hughes from Number 11. She gave us a… shall we say, leaflet. In it, I read some very strong statements about New Gillion Street and the upcoming election. It talks about the Odd side of the Street and yourself. Now, I don’t want to appear rude, but some of these statements made this leaflet appear to be a kind of manifesto. I decided it would be best to speak to you directly about the matter. What’s this all about?” 


			There, it was done. 


			I had studied that manifesto, which had been thrust under my door by Mrs Hughes, with increasing alarm. It talked about the protection of New Gillion Street, about expansion, about prosperity. I didn’t have much to do with the Odds, and I made certain that I avoided Mrs Hughes in particular. She was a detestable woman.


			Most disconcerting of all, that grubby little manifesto had talked about Mr Zand being an ‘inspirational’ leader, who would be integral to the ‘inevitable’ conflict to come. It was my opinion that the original inhabitants of Neo-Yuthea had kept to their word, and so should we. What was Mr Zand thinking? All that talk of protection, as though the indigenous were a threat. They had never given us any reason to fear them. 


			A short silence passed as we each took another sip of our teas. Mr Zand gazed into the twirling flames of the fire, and his eyes seemed to glaze over. He came back to life and fixed me with a grave stare. 


			“Mr Smith, my dear fellow. I understand your concern, and I appreciate you coming to speak to me about this matter. You can rest assured that the Odds and I take these matters very seriously. Together, we can help protect New Gillion Street…” 


			“Excuse me, Mr Zand,” I interjected, “I’m not sure we’re singing from the same song sheet. It’s not the details of the leaflet, although they do worry me, but the leaflet’s very existence that’s causing me the most bother.” 


			Mr Zand lifted an eyebrow. “Its existence, Mr Smith?”


			“Yes, its existence,” I continued, after another brief mouthful of tea. “It looks to me very much like a political manifesto. And it seems to be appealing to everyone in New Gillion Street with the upcoming Quadrennial Committee Election in mind. Is that its intention?” 


			Mr Zand peered at me over the top of his glasses. The fire crackled and spluttered to one side, briefly illuminating his inexpressive face. “That is correct,” he responded. His blasé attitude was shocking.


			“Mr Zand,” I said firmly, “never in the history of New Gillion Street has there been any kind of political manifesto. We have always voted to remain as we are, so that we can live in peace for the sake of the Committee and its continued compromise. Are you telling me that all those years were for nothing?”


			Mr Zand took another sip, and I was sure I saw a smirk upon his face just as the ceramic touched his lips. 


			“Times change, Mr Smith.” 


			I felt my fingers twitch. 


			“Need I remind you,” I snapped, “that we’re guests on this planet? We made agreements that we’ve maintained for many years. This… this manifesto of yours, casts doubt upon those agreements, and I, for one, will not stand for it. And I’m sure the other Evens will feel the same way.” 


			Such was my irritation that it all came out in a rush. Now that I’d finished my piece, I placed the cup and saucer back on the tray and stood. Mr Zand, his legs still crossed, slowly sipped his tea. I couldn’t believe the gall of the man. 


			“If you’ve nothing else to say to me, Mr Zand, I shall see myself out.” 


			Despite my agitated demeanour, he didn’t seem to care. He just remained where he was, so I headed for the lounge door, muttering. Before I could leave, Mr Zand spoke again. 


			“My dear fellow, you cannot stop what’s about to happen. Times change.” 


			He raised his cup to his lips, greedily gulping the hot liquid, some of it dribbling down his chin. When it was empty, he deposited the cup in the saucer in his hand with a clang, and returned to watching the swaying flames of the fire. Clearly, I had been dismissed. I strode through the hallway and departed his abode without another word.


			Out on the Street, I resumed my incensed muttering. I stormed back home, ignoring the rustle of curtains. I found Lillian in our lounge quietly reading a book. 


			She looked up as soon as I walked in. “Hello, darling. How was your talk with Mr Zand…” she began, but her face immediately became a picture of concern. “I can see from the look on your face that it didn’t go well.” 


			“That man is intolerable,” I whispered furiously, so as not to wake the children. “He just sat there and told me times are changing. He didn’t even deny the existence of the manifesto, or his obvious involvement. He did nothing but drink tea and informed me, in that strange accent of his, that all our fears are true. What are we going to do?” 


			“Now, darling,” she whispered back, placing her book on the arm of the chair. “There’s no need to go flying off the handle. So far, we only know that Number 11 is with Mr Zand. For all we know, that might only be it on the Odd side. As for the Even side, I highly doubt they’ll buy into this nonsense.” 


			Lillian was, without a doubt, the bedrock of my family. She liked to speak her mind, usually for good. She was compassionate and affectionate and, of course, knowledgeable, hence why she was one of the resident teachers. I was lucky that she had taken a liking to me when there had been other, more handsome individuals on offer. I still really don’t know why she chose me.


			She came to sit with me and put her arm around my shoulders. 


			“Okay, okay,” I grumbled. “I see what you mean. You should’ve seen him, though, dear. That smug look. I don’t know how you can be so composed about this.”   


			Lillian smiled. “That’s just what I do, darling.” She pecked my cheek. “Now, come on. It’s time for bed. We can deal with this tomorrow. I suggest that you go and see what the others think on this side of the Street. You know we Evens have always thought sensibly. I’m sure calmer heads will prevail.”


			 Although I didn’t disagree with her, I had the most curious sensation that a dark cloud had formed over New Gillion Street. “Okay, dear. You know best. I’ll go next door tomorrow and see what they think of this nonsense.”
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			The sun had risen, and with it, the temperature. It was the morning after my confrontation with Mr Zand, and I was lazing in the garden, drinking my morning cup of tea. In my sanctuary, I could have easily forgotten that uncomfortable discussion with Mr Zand, but it had left such a sour taste that I couldn’t quite rid myself of its residue. Even my favourite book, a family heirloom titled The Many and Varied Creatures of Yuthea, which concerned the now largely extinct species of our erstwhile home-planet, failed to provide me with any solace.


			My garden was vivacious in the early morning sunshine; I’d spent the morning removing a cluster of weeds. The hollyhocks and geraniums, the delphiniums and roses were neatly arranged along the periphery. They were ancestors of the flowers of Yuthea. The seeds, much like every plant, flower, herb, or spice, came from our home world, having been transported across the stars. The blossoms were tended by the native insects. Somewhat of an unusual species, they were similar to the look of a Yuthea dragonfly from my book, but with an iridescent, snail-like shell resting upon their slender backs, where delicate wings protruded. The pristine lawn was the focal point, while the vegetable garden, which I used for trade at the Market, was stationed at the back. The wooden greenhouse nestled against the stout fence, keeping the wild grassland beyond at bay. 


			The only blemish was the gaudy, ceramic garden gnome, with its bright, ruby-hued hat, crafted by Mr Johnson of Number 10. Lillian insisted on keeping the bloody thing. 


			It was at that moment that I heard the back door of Number 18 creak open. I reluctantly clambered to my feet, went to the fence that separated our houses, and peeked over. Jaya and Anand had come outside to drink masala chai.  The Khatris wore cream-coloured light kurtas, the long shirt dress of Sios, with lightweight trousers underneath. Their patio had an overhang that protruded from the outside wall of their house, giving them some shade against the sun later in the afternoon. 


			The Khatris had arranged their garden in the style of the country of Sios in the southern hemisphere of Yuthea, from which they were both culturally descended. A small pond, with lotus plants floating on the surface, was overseen by a small, wooden statue of the god of water, riding on an elephant and draped in a yellow garland of flowers. The garden was lined by jasmine flowers. It was my favourite garden on the Street, including my own. They appeared to be deep in conversation, but I had to intrude.


			“Good morning, Albert!” called Jaya. “Admiring our garden, I see!” 


			“Good morning to the both of you. Yes, you’ve caught me, Jaya. The orange trees look beautiful today. The garden is exquisite!” 


			“Come and have a nice cup of chai,” Anand beckoned me with a wave of his hand. 


			We had added a gate between our gardens years before, because we spoke to each other so often that it just made logical sense. Both Jaya and Anand were ideal neighbours and exceptional friends who I respected a great deal. 


			Anand pulled over a seat for me. Jaya passed me a cup of hot chai, her pale skin reddening in the rising heat. 


			“Thank you. That’s very kind of you both,” I sighed, “I feel calmer already.” 


			They raised their cups in thanks. Anand was the older of the two, his dark hair streaked with the grey of middle age. Jaya’s black hair was devoid of the grey that afflicted both Anand and me. She had the genetics of Etros, a tundral continent in the northern hemisphere of Yuthea, while Anand was of Gillion stock.


			“How are the children and Lillian?” Jaya asked. “I hope they are doing well. From what I hear, your wife is doing a fantastic job at the school.” 


			“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll pass on the compliment. She’ll be pleased.” 


			Anand placed his chai down on the table. “Albert, as good as it is to see you this morning, I do not believe this is just a casual visit. I assume you have spoken to Mrs Hughes?” 


			Anand fixed his brown eyes firmly on me and awaited my answer. I knew these two well enough to have expected it.


			 “Yes, I did,” I said, trying and failing to find the cheerfulness that their garden had brought me only a moment before. “I had her on the doorstep yesterday. She handed me a leaflet about the Quadrennial Committee Election. I went to speak to Mr Zand himself about it just last night.” 


			At that, Jaya’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You went to speak to Mr Zand? What did he have to say for himself? We are quite upset about this.”


			“We feel the same way, Jaya. It’s a political manifesto. It’s unmistakable. I went over and asked him outright. He didn’t even bother to deny it.” 


			“I told you, my love!” said Jaya, folding her arms and looking to her husband. “As soon as I read it, I said it straight away. Unmistakable is the right word. A disgrace is another!” 


			Anand placed a calm hand on her arm. “Now, now. Remember your blood pressure.” 


			 “Yes, yes. I remember.” She waved him off. “Stop fussing.” 


			“Have either of you spoken to anyone else on this side of the Street about this?” I asked.


			“Yes, I have,” replied Jaya, gesturing towards the north. “I spoke to Dora Johnson from Number 10. She and her husband were furious. Just what is Mr Zand playing at?” 


			 “I’ve no idea,” I shrugged. “It’s totally unacceptable. I spoke to him, and he just told me times change and left it at that.” 


			Jaya and Anand exchanged a look. 


			 “So, you haven’t heard then?” asked Jaya. “My husband found the request posted through the door first thing this morning.”


			I thought again of the dark cloud that seemed to be forming above New Gillion Street. 


			“A request?”


			Jaya pulled out a piece of folded paper. “Take a look, Albert. The cheek of it.” 


			It was a formal letter addressed to the Khatris, requesting attendance at a New Gillion Street Town Meeting at the Town Hall. Signed by Mr Zand. 


			I couldn’t hide my astonishment. “But this is for tonight.” 


			“Yes, Albert,” said Jaya, her eyes narrowing. “As I said, the cheek of the man. Signing the letter himself as though he represents the whole lot of them. I knew he was a man the Odds respected, but I did not know he had become their leader. As if such things exist in New Gillion Street.”


			I quickly reread the letter, but there was no question. It was a formal request for a Town Hall Meeting that very night. Things had already begun to turn.


			I returned the letter to Jaya and glanced at my scratched wristwatch, another family heirloom. “Thank you for the chai,” I said and stood, “but I think it would be best if I went back. Lillian and the children will be returning soon, and I must speak to her about this as soon as possible.” 


			“Thank you for your visit,” said Jaya. “We shall see you later for what may turn out to be a fascinating evening.” 


			I left the serenity of their garden, with its pungent smell of jasmine and orange, and returned home.


			I waited at the kitchen table. I had cleaned the kitchen twice and the place looked spotless. By way of preparation, I’d brewed a fresh pot of tea, which stewed on the kitchen top.


			Right on time, the front door clattered open, and the children came dashing into the house. Rachel was five years old, although she was growing at an astonishing rate, and prone to the sniffles. She had a quiet and dear little heart, while her older brother by two years was boisterous and excitable, entirely unaware of the loud volume of his voice. Like any other young boy, Alex hid his true emotions, but he could be a sensitive sort when given a chance.


			We were so very proud of them both. I liked to think we had raised them well, although they did seem to have rather good genetics. That’s not to say they had either my or Lillian’s genetic makeup, though. In fact, no one had the same genetics on New Gillion Street. When a person wanted to have a child, they were inseminated using eggs and sperm that originated in Yuthea, stored in a laboratory in the Town Hall. The lab and ingredients had been recovered after the Crash, along with much of the content of the storage units - fortified so they could withstand such an eventuality and containing the essential gear for a new colony. Reproducing in such a manner kept the thorny issue of interbreeding at bay. (Due to the Crash, our ancestors had had to be careful with how we bred.)


			Our family was as mixed as any other. New Gillion Street was very much a melting pot of ancestry, culture, and genetics. The only exception to that rule being myself. I was a bit of an anomaly. I was culturally and ancestrally the same, pure Gillion. In some ways, my genetics were unique, if not a little dull.


			Bags and shoes flew off, and the children were upstairs to their bedrooms before the dust and racket could settle. With them gone, I put the formal request from Mr Zand on the table and poured two cups of tea. 


			“This doesn’t look good, darling,” said Lillian, frowning. “A cup of tea as soon as I come in is never a good sign.”


			“Take a seat, dear, and have a read of this.” I slid the letter towards her as she sat. She took it without a word. 


			Halfway through a gulp of tea, she stopped and peered over the rim of the letter to meet my eyes. 


			“You’ve got to be kidding me? A request for a meeting? Who does he think he is? Does he think he can just make demands, and we’ll all come running?” 


			I grimaced at her volume, closing the kitchen door before returning to my seat. “It’s a formal request. That means we’ve no choice,” I said, glum as you like. “It’s part of the constitution of the Committee that any requests made for a Town Hall Meeting must be accepted by everyone, no matter the topic.” 


			She returned to glowering at the letter. “Yes, I know that darling, but really, meetings are only ever meant to be called if an imminent disaster is taking place, and we both know there’s never been one.” 


			I prised the letter from her grasp. “At least we’re going to find out just what the bloody hell this is all about.” 


			“And just who else is in on this?” said Lillian, pouring herself another cup of tea. “Did you speak to the Khatris?” 


			 “Yes, I did, and they aren’t happy about it. Jaya spoke to Dora, and she was hopping mad by the sounds of it as well.” 


			She smiled. “Good. I’m glad to hear we’re not the only ones. I, for one, am going to give Mr Zand a piece of my mind at this meeting. I could barely think straight at school today.”


			At that moment, there was a loud thud upstairs, then sobbing. 


			“I’ll go and see what those little terrors are up to,” sighed Lillian.


			“No, wait, I’ll do it!” I said, holding out my hand to stop her. “You’ve been teaching all morning.” 


			Before she could argue, I got to my feet. “Don’t worry, dear. We’ll get through this. We always do.” 


			If only I’d truly believed my own words. Something wasn’t right, I could feel it. The sobbing upstairs forced the notion out of my mind, but I could sense that dark cloud once again, growing darker by the second.
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			The Town Hall was a sturdy structure, bedecked with solar panels on its flat roof. The hefty double wooden doors at the front of the façade sat wide open. The expansive windows, two on each side of the door, were veritable beacons in the twilight. It was the epicentre of New Gillion Street and home of the Committee, which met once a month to discuss any items that needed to be dealt with, usually concerning farming and repairs. It was also used as storage for the colony’s genetic materials and for the schooling of the children, which still only amounted to a few dozen.


			With the Rodriguezs’ daughter, Carmela, keeping watch over the sleeping children, we were joined by our friends and neighbours. When we reached the Town Hall entrance, Lillian took hold of my hand and gave it a tight squeeze. I wished that gesture had been enough to calm my heart, but it did nothing to slow its erratic pace.


			Inside, we were met with an ample, well-lit space, filled with wooden chairs, split down the centre by a thin corridor. That was the traditional arrangement. The Odds and the Evens were seated apart. Before, it was simply for ceremony; now I wasn’t so sure. The chairs faced the raised stage, which generally would have been used for various shows and plays performed by the children, but upon which today stood a single dark-wood podium.


			We made our way to the front of the Even side and sat. From there, I turned and watched as the rest of the Evens filed in and took their seats. I greeted a few of them with smiles. So far, none of the Odds had made their presence felt. The hall had been empty when we arrived. 


			 “Where are they all?” I whispered in Lillian’s ear. “Perhaps they don’t approve of all this nonsense, after all.” 


			She snorted. 


			While we whispered amongst ourselves, I took a moment to inspect the wall behind the podium. It had been left plain white, in memory of all those who were lost in the Crash. Such was the chaos and confusion in the beginning, that all records of who had arrived had been lost and it was left to word of mouth. Much had been forgotten. The first to arrive had been my grandparents’ generation. 


			“Incredible, isn’t it?” I muttered to Lillian. “It still amazes me how those who sent us into space found a perfect star, one that so closely matched Yuthea’s sun. And even more astonishing was the temperate, green planet that revolved around it.” 


			“Technically it was called GN 6X8T,” replied Lilian, adopting her teacherly ways now that we had strayed into her area of expertise, “but it was retitled ‘Neo-Yuthea’ in honour of our ancestors’ former home.”


			“The nose end of the craft was obliterated on impact,” she continued after a short silence, “the AI mind that flew the ship was destroyed, and with it, much in the way of the technical knowledge of our ancestors, so all we do know is that they did crash. The front end was ruined, but the other half, the portion where the colonists lived, where the cattle and farm androids were housed, and much of everything else that was needed to begin a new colony, was saved.” 


			“Saved by the indestructibility of the tail end of the ship,” I stressed, not wanting to be left out of the impromptu history lesson, “reinforced for such things, or so my mother told me when I was a child.”


			“In the carnage and confusion that followed, many died, but some survived,” resumed Lillian. I think she found calm in relating the history that we both knew so well, so I didn’t want to interrupt. “It was during the initial pandemonium that the indigenous of the forest saved our colony. If it weren’t for them, the remaining survivors would have perished in the chaotic aftermath. With the help of the indigenous, our ancestors were directed toward a clearing with enough space and access to water for what would become New Gillion Street and told to stay within those confines. That was where the indigenous’ story ended, and, in some ways, became somewhat of a myth, lost to human memory and the haze of disaster. They returned to the forest, leaving our ancestors to do what they had embarked into the cosmos to do. Although much was lost to the impact, they had the relevant machinery from the tail-end, and already harboured the know-how to create a settlement. And they set to it, fashioning the colony so that it matched a beloved residential street of the old world.”


			She stopped then, her brow crinkled with the tale of our arrival and no doubt drifting to thoughts of her parents and grandparents, so we lapsed back into a thoughtful silence.


			My mind drifted to our ancestors and what it must have been like to arrive onto a new world in such a manner. They were alone, milliards of miles away from Yuthea, and without any way of being able to communicate with Gillion, since long-range devices needed to speak over such distances had been destroyed, but they steeled themselves and got to work.


			They were not many, but that would quickly change. The necessary genetic material in the form of frozen eggs and sperm had survived in the bottom half of the ship. The first generation beget the second, and they, in turn, created the third – my generation – and now the fourth had sprung into life. It was between those second and third generations, when things began to settle. Residents grew used to the extraordinary woodland realm that was now their home and something close to a constitution was agreed upon. From that sprang the idea of compromise between the Odds and the Evens in the form of the Committee. 


			It was a simple institution, largely created to deal with minor problems and arrange events, but it worked well enough. Over the years, Odds and Evens had cooperated without much trouble, with each house holding a single vote. But in recent years, during my lifetime, the relationship had strained somewhat, leading to disagreements and some abstentions. I had dismissed it as the Odds being different, but, of course, there was more to it than that. 


			It all hinged on the Quadrennial Committee Election. In the past, it had been more for ceremony than anything else. Each home would vote to agree that the Committee would continue as it had been, a cooperative body that dealt with the issues of the Street. There were no rules to say that it couldn’t change or that an individual couldn’t assume mayorship if they chose to. Of course, they would need a majority vote, which seemed unlikely, but no one had ever thought of safeguarding against such unsporting concepts. New Gillion Street’s foundations were those of arbitration and collaboration, and I, Lillian, and (I hoped) the rest of the Even side of the Street believed that to be the best course for the settlement. Anything else seemed a steady slope down toward the disastrous politics of the old world. 


			The Odds were late. Whispers of agitation began to flit throughout the Town Hall. From the back of the room, we heard the sound of footsteps. First to enter was Mrs Hughes, her pale face creased with delight, followed by her slender husband. And then the rest emerged and filed inside. They made no sound besides their footfalls, no acknowledgements, no facial expressions, or anything by way of a greeting. They filtered down the centre aisle and filled the seats to our right. Silence fell on the hall as we watched this bizarre procession. 


			Mrs Hughes sat at the front, her expression one of triumph, but she broke ranks and leaned over to catch my eye. A smirk played on her lips, before she faced the podium again. I stifled a sigh. I couldn’t believe how arrogant that bloody woman was. 


			Most of the Odd side of the Street had arrived, save one. I shifted in my chair. There was a strange feeling in the air, a tension, that I could almost taste. Another minute passed. At the sound of footsteps, the Odd side turned as one, as if on a string. The Even side followed the Odds’ lead. 


			There, in the doorway, stood Mr Zand. He was dressed in the same fashion as on the previous night, with his blue tweed suit, silver glasses, and polished shoes. The sound of his feet rang out as he strode down the centre of the aisle. He smiled warmly to one or two on the Odd side, and shook the outstretched hand of Mrs Hughes, who looked as though she was about to burst into tears at any moment. 


			“Won’t he just get on with it?” muttered Lillian.


			I could tell she was growing agitated with Mr Zand’s charade, so I took her hand in mine and smiled, feigning a confidence I didn’t feel. 


			When Mr Zand had finished his dawdled journey and reached the podium, he placed both his hands on the wood, and gazed out over the gathering before him. Then, for a few moments, he just surveyed the faces of the room. I felt the weight of his stare, as though his attention was squarely on me and me alone when it paused my way. I felt a single drop of cold sweat trickle down my spine. 


			“Good evening, and welcome, my dear friends, and most esteemed residents of New Gillion Street,” said Mr Zand. His voice, with its peculiar, unplaceable accent, was clear and crisp, belying his diminutive size. “I thank you all for taking the time and effort to come to this Town Hall Meeting. Believe me when I tell you that I have called you all here with a heavy heart, but I truly believe that it is necessary.” 


			There were some mutters of agreement from the Odds, with Mrs Hughes taking the lead. Lillian gripped my hand more firmly.


			“You of the Even side of the Street must be wondering what this is all about.” Mr Zand cast his gaze our way. “And why I have called you here today.” 


			That was met by mumbles of agreement from the Even side and a firm nod of Lillian’s head. I remained silent. 


			 “Well, my dear friends,” continued Mr Zand, adopting a sterner demeanour. “I’m here to tell you that for too long, I have sat by and watched as we here in New Gillion Street have been held back. For too long, we’ve been forced to live within this confined space. For too long, we’ve lived with restrictions. These limitations have been placed onto us unfairly. For us to grow and prosper, we need room to grow, room to move, room to expand and, of course, room to adapt.” 


			At that, my mouth fell open in shock. Lillian sat back in her seat with wide eyes. Mr Zand was making his pitch, and I couldn’t believe it. The noise from the Odd side had grown from murmurs to rowdier resonances of support.


			“My friends,” said Mr Zand, gripping the podium with both hands. “I believe through no fault of their own, our ancestors made a deal that did not benefit them. A deal out of desperation that was thrust upon them in times of great need.” 


			One of the Odds then shouted “Yes,” in  palpable enthusiasm. 


			“This deal holds us back!” Mr Zand’s volume rose with the praise of his sycophants. “How can we and our children, and our children’s children, live full and prosperous lives if we’re not allowed to expand and develop? My dear friends, we simply cannot.” 


			I watched with increasing disquiet as a few of the Odds leapt to their feet and clapped and cheered. 


			Lillian, who, to her credit, had remained silent throughout this nonsense, couldn’t contain herself any longer. Before I could stop her, she stood and angrily voiced her concerns, her finger pointed. 


			“Mr Zand, how can you stand there and make these erroneous statements? The people of this planet helped us in our time of need. We agreed to their terms out of respect for what they did for us. And now you stand there and refer to this as a bad deal?” 


			Most of the Evens nodded their approval. Most, but not all, I noted.


			Predictably, Mrs Hughes stood, mirroring Lillian’s stance. “Mrs Smith,” she screeched, “Mr Zand has the floor! And I and the rest of the Odds would like to hear what he has to say!” 


			As much as it pained me to admit it, she had a point, so I pulled Lillian down as others called for her to be quiet. 


			“Come now, dear. Let the man finish,” I mumbled. 


			Mr Zand held both his hands up to assuage the room. The racket took a few moments before it gradually reduced. When it did, he smiled in the direction of my wife. “My friends, my friends.” His voice was still stern, but now he had adopted a rather fatherly tone. “Please, let us have some calm. Mrs Smith is a passionate and knowledgeable woman. She’s a credit to New Gillion Street, and she does amazing work as teacher to our children.” 


			Lillian gruffly nodded her head in thanks, conceding the floor to Mr Zand. I retook her hand and gave it a squeeze. 


			 “Mrs Smith,” said Mr Zand. “You are quite correct. The indigenous of the forest did help us in our time of need, but let us be honest, they provided us with the bare minimum that was necessary for us to survive. Then they told us that we had to stay within the boundaries chosen by them. They took advantage of our desperation…”


			At this final comment, chaos erupted from the Even side. Half of my friends and neighbours were on their feet in seconds. Dora and Anand shouted angry questions, each held back by their other halves. The Odd side reacted with equal fury to our outburst. The room became a cacophony, the noise deafening. It was all I could do to hold Lillian back. 


			As I glanced around the room, I saw rage etched upon the residents’ faces. Never before had any meeting of the Committee of New Gillion Street reacted in such a way. Yes, we’d argued and bickered, but never anything like this. I looked towards the podium at the architect of the madness. Mr Zand met my gaze and inclined his head to one side. A sneer passed across his face, accompanied by a twinkle in his eye, but it was so brief, so fleeting, that it was gone within seconds.


			In one swift motion, Mr Zand held up his hands to request silence and the Odds instantly hushed and returned to their seats with only the merest of grumbles. With the Odds now back in their places, most of the Evens were mollified enough to return to their seats. Jaya and Lillian were the final ones to be calmed. But I was shaken. 


			With the hall now silent, Mr Zand continued his speech. “My friends, I understand that emotions are running high. I wouldn’t expect anything less from the residents of New Gillion Street. You know my position and the position of the Odds. I hereby formally request a vote to elect the first Mayor of New Gillion Street at the Quadrennial Committee Election next week. Furthermore, I will officially put myself forward for the position and I promise you, here and now, that I will lead our fair colony into a bright and fruitful future.” 


			The outrage from the Evens began anew, but it was nearly drowned out by the ovations of the Odds. I was on my feet with everyone else, and a swift glance behind me revealed that most of the Evens were as irate as I, but, disquietingly, a small few were stony-faced and silent. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was beyond bizarre. Strangest of all, the room was suddenly filled with the faint odour of rotten eggs.


			Mr Zand finished with both of his hands raised, the palms flat toward the agitated gathering. “My friends, my friends,” he yelled into the din. “I will say these last words. As the oldest resident, no one loves this Street more than I do. I will make you proud as the very first Mayor of New Gillion Street. I bid you goodnight!” 


			Finished, he stepped down from the podium and departed the stage, but rather than taking the centre aisle, he walked around the Odd side and shook the many outstretched hands. The Odds then stood and ignored the livid appeals from the Evens. When they had left, the sound died as the gravity of the evening set in. Heated words perished on the lips of my neighbours and silence descended like the falling of autumn leaves. 













			 


			4


			I was drinking a much-needed cup of tea at the kitchen table. I had spent the last hour tidying the garden after what could only be described as a monster of storm the night before. The mess was considerable, but not as much as the noise it produced. It kept us both up half the night. As soon as I had slurped the last of my drink, Lillian came back. She had taken the children to the Rodriguezs’ house, where they and the rest of the children were to be looked after by Carmela. We thought it best that the children were out of the way for what was to come.


			The outrage after the meeting at the Town Hall had taken its time to cool. When it did, it was decided that we on the Even side of the Street needed to coordinate ourselves, and we needed to do so swiftly. So, an informal gathering was scheduled for the morning after at our home. I was reluctant, but Lillian, the most indignant of all of us, had insisted. We’d been married long enough for me to recognise when she had dug her heels in. There was no use arguing. My chief concern was that it focused the attention squarely upon our home. I said as much, but was waved off. Such was the heat of her wrath, that I didn’t have the heart to contend the point and besides, I knew that she was right. 
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“A witty, thought-provoking satirical fable.”
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