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            Radiative forcing (RF) is the difference between the planet’s incoming and outgoing radiation, measured in Watts per metre squared (W/m2). If RF is positive, all other factors remaining equal, the planet will warm. Compared to 1750, RF had increased 0.57 W/m2 by 1950, 1.25 W/m2 by 1980, 2.29 W/m2 by 2011, and 2.72 W/m2 by 2019. Sometimes referred to simply as climate forcing, or just forcing, it continues to increase. Natural climate forcings include changes in the sun’s energy output, regular variations in the Earth’s orbital cycle, and large volcanic eruptions that throw light-reflecting particles into the atmosphere. Human induced forcings, which now dominate the Earth-atmosphere system and are responsible for the large increases over the last several decades, include emissions of heat-trapping gases such as methane and carbon dioxide, and changes to land use which make the Earth’s surface reflect more or less sunlight.

            [From Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Assessment Report 6, Working Group 1]

             

             

             

            ‘I will wipe mankind, whom I have created, from the face of the Earth.’

            Genesis 6:5
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            Angels

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          A Journey into the Past
        
      

         

         
      In the beginning, God created man. 
    

         
      And it was pretty much downhill from there. 
    

         
      Of course, the descent took time, and there were many points along the way at which it could have been slowed or reversed. We all watched, fascinated, unable to look away, as day by day an unwanted future became an unchangeable past. 
    

         
      I am not an historian. The bigger picture I will leave to others. This is the story of how I came to be here, so far from what I used to call home, and of those who shared my journey. I have tried to record it faithfully, as truly as memory allows. Some moments remain as indelible scars, despite my best attempts to forget. Others are fading even now. And parts of the story, I fear, will never be revealed. 
    

         
      I have attempted to see some of what happened through the eyes of my companions, out of respect for some, and in an attempt to understand others. I hope I have done them justice and apologise if I have not. 
    

         
      I admit to having started this tale several times over the years and having given up every attempt. Each failure has its own story, too. But now it is time. Perhaps it was watching my own children grow up in this new and changed world, that has finally brought me to the task, ending years of procrastination. Maybe it was the birth of my first grandson. 
    

         
      At first, and for a long time, I simply needed to heal, to forget. Years passed, a decade and another again. Slowly, with the turn of seasons, the pain began to recede. I lost myself in the task of remaking our lives, bending to the work of feeding my family, building this stone and jarrah-plank house by the sea. Now I know that I will only ever find peace in the places I least want to go. 
    

         
      For it is no exaggeration to say that I have crawled to the very edge of the abyss and gazed down into the depths of Hell. I do not offer this lightly. I am a scientist, a teacher. Even now, in my old age, I remain a rationalist, a determinist. But I know now that human reality lies not in the physical, the solid stuff of the world, the bones and tumours of our mortal bodies, but in the warped fabric of time where our hopes and tortured dreams live. 
    

         
      In truth, I am running out of time. What once obeyed without complaint now rebels. Joints ache, and old wounds throb with the coming of the rains. Fatigue, once a stranger, is now a constant and unwanted companion. Even simple tasks have become difficult, and in my two grown sons I can see glimpses of the man I was, the same man who carried and lifted and placed each of the stones in these walls, whose hands cut and shaped the sturdy beams above me, cleared the ground and planted the crops that feed us. 
    

         
      And so I must make this journey into the past, now, while I still can. I hope this record will help my children understand the truth of what happened and why things are the way they are, and why we decided to bring them into such a world in the first place. Because it was truth, or to be more precise a deficit of truth, that set us on this path. A truth that remained hidden for far too long, ignored by some, avoided by many, and actively concealed by a powerful few. 
    

          

         
      I will start back when we had finally begun to try to fix the problem, after it was too late, and before we really knew what was wrong. 
    

         
      I still remember the letter that started it all. 
    

      

   


   
      
         
            1

         

         I rose early, an old habit, crept downstairs to make coffee, correct the exam papers I hadn’t got to the night before. It was back when people still got up and made coffee and went to work, led what they tried to imagine were normal lives. I guess we were all doing our best to maintain the illusion of a past we couldn’t quite bring ourselves to let go of.

         By the time I left the house, dawn was hinting pale against the autumn trees. My wife Maybelline – May – was still in bed. I’d gone upstairs to kiss her goodbye, but when I whispered her name, she hadn’t moved. The morning was cold. Dark clouds massed in the west, obscuring the mountains. Out of the gate and left towards the river, my usual route, past ragged picket-fence gardens and modest wooden houses, lights coming on in kitchen windows. It was that kind of neighbourhood. The last vestiges of the middle class, still hanging on to that dream, still pretending.

         I taught my morning class, chemistry 11, and had begun physics 12 – just another Thursday among fifteen years of Thursdays. I was standing at the blackboard describing the radiative forcing effect of carbon dioxide and methane on Earth’s climate when the letters arrived, placed ceremoniously on my desk by Radley, the breathless deputy principal, a short, recently-appointed administrator whose sole joy in life seemed to be the delivery of bad news. No calamity was too small to send him into paroxysms of excitement: whispered news of a recent divorce, the latest teen pregnancy, the now-ritual distribution of draft cards at the senior assembly. The kids, predictably, called him Ratley.

         I knew what my letter would say, had anticipated it for months. I finished the class, left the letters unopened on my desk, acted as if nothing had changed. At lunch I sat with a few colleagues, talked about the usual stuff – the war, the shortages, the chronic lack of mobile-phone and internet service.

         Later that afternoon, after the kids had settled into the physics 12 exam, I opened my letter. It was no surprise. Except the date. What I had initially thought must be a mistake, a typo of some sort, right there in ragged black ink: the last digit of the year exactly one lower than it was supposed to be, than had been repeatedly communicated by the government over the radio and the TV for the last six months.

         It made no difference to me. I had always been well within the cut-off. I was clearly one of the responsibles, as they were being called – the old ones, those the viruses hadn’t managed to kill off. I’d accepted it long ago. But for May, it made all the difference in the world.

         I looked up at the kids, heads bent to their exam papers. Kazinsky with his newly razed skull of stubble, Smith with the tip of one of her long braids in her mouth, concentrating. Good kids. No, not kids anymore. Young men and women, now. Women and men, young, with a future even more uncertain than mine.

         I looked at my watch, gave them all a few extra minutes. Then I stood and cleared my throat. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, time is up.’

         Groans from the usual suspects, eyes looking up at me, refocusing, the afternoon sunlight in each of those uniquely patterned, uniquely troubled pairs. A few smiles – Smith, inevitably, beaming at me with that beautiful mouth, those unnaturally enhanced eyes, the Cantor dust of freckles across the bridge of her nose, that haunting intermittency. I scanned the rest of the faces, raised the letter in my right hand. ‘I have some good news, for some of you at least.’

         Quiet, now. Thirty-two faces directed toward me.

         ‘This will be the last class we will have together,’ I said.

         Even the new kids in the back row were paying attention now.

         ‘I am being relocated.’

         A guffaw from the back, Hernandez and Richards high-fiving.

         ‘South.’

         Then silence, blank stares, information being processed. All the new kids, the ones who themselves had just been relocated, knew immediately. You’re going where we just came from.

         I considered saying more, offering some sort of defence perhaps. Instead, I said: ‘I hope you’ve learned something during our time together. Even you, Richards, Hernandez…’

         Nervous laughter from a few.

         ‘Remember, wherever your lives take you, that science and rational thought have always been a beacon for humanity. In reason and truth lie hope.’ As I said it, I realised how old-fashioned it sounded. I hoped one day they would understand.

         More sniggering from the back.

         ‘Now, if you will please turn in your exam papers. I wish you all good luck.’

         Students began shuffling to the front, placing papers on the corner of my desk. Krusch, Robertson, Ravindran. DeVilliers silent, hoisting his bag onto his shoulder; a grunt from Rouse that could have been goodbye; a clear ‘good luck, Teach’ from the intelligent Blewett; a tended hand and a good, firm shake from Glass, captain of the school football team. A few thankyous. Most walked out without a word.

         Soon it was only Smith and Kazinsky, the two who’d been with me the longest. Smith in her trademark short skirt and black Doc Martens, fiddling with a braid, Kazinsky hovering near the back window. Smith put her paper on the pile, looked at me. She was crying.

         ‘I don’t think I did very well,’ she sniffled. ‘I…’ She stalled, stood looking down at her feet.

         ‘You always say that, Maddy. And you always do well. Don’t worry.’

         She looked up at me. The tears in her eyes refracted the low-angle light from the windows, prismed out through the yellow part of the spectrum from those cat’s-eye contacts she had been wearing for a few months now, 4.7x1014 cycles per second, that beguiling, prescient frequency.

         ‘Yes, but…’ She stopped herself, let the end of her braid fall to her side. ‘What if our new teacher is, like, a troll?’

         ‘Don’t worry, Maddy. Miss Fenyman will take over for the rest of the term. She’s a lot younger than I am. I’m sure she’ll be fine.’

         She stood there a moment, head bowed. ‘But I want you, Teach,’ she said, fiddling with her braid again. ‘I want to do physics at MIT. You know that. I need you.’

         That’s what everyone calls me. Teacher. Everyone who knows me. The kids just call me Teach.

         I picked Maddy’s paper from the pile, scanned the first answer, her invariably neat script moving across the page, building from first principles, the unit analysis helpfully displayed and balanced, the answer perfect. ‘You’re ready, Maddy. You’ll get in. Believe me. You don’t need me anymore.’

         She stood there with her legs crossed above the knees the way she did. ‘You’re just saying that,’ she said, wiping her eyes. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I don’t want you to go.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Maddy,’ I said, struggling for words.

         She straightened, glanced at Kazinsky and picked up her bag. ‘Thanks, Teach. I’ll never forget you.’

         And then she was gone and it was only Kazinsky, half a foot taller than he’d been at the start of term, standing by the window, looking out across the mud-scarred playing fields. I stood and walked a few unsteady paces towards him, the room suddenly empty now that Smith was gone, as if all the air had been sucked from the place. The late-afternoon sky burned that bewildering shade of alder that still made me dizzy, as if the gravity of the world had been inverted, transducing earth into sky, atmosphere into ocean. Which in a way, of course, it had.

         For several minutes we stood there by the window in the empty classroom, saying nothing, each looking out at whatever we could see.

         After a while, Kazinsky spoke. His voice was deep, resonant. ‘I’ve been called up for the army.’

         I said nothing. The latest draft of seventeen-year-old males had just been announced to replace the catastrophic losses in Africa. There had been the earlier experiments with females, of course, but those had been an unmitigated disaster, and now, with the population plummeting, it was ridiculous to send healthy young women to be slaughtered on the battlefield.

         A long silence stretched out, pierced only by the occasional shout from the hallway. ‘I don’t agree with what we’re doing over there,’ Kazinsky said. ‘I don’t want to kill people.’

         I put my hand on the boy’s shoulder, held it there a moment.

         Kazinsky glanced back towards the hallway. ‘I’m thinking of running away.’

         ‘It would be dangerous, Matthew. You know what they’re doing to draft evaders.’ My words sounded fake, an insincere apology.

         ‘There’s no way I’m going to go over there and kill a bunch of people I don’t know, have nothing against. We’re only there for the food. We’re stealing.’

         I had been against the war from the beginning, demonstrated against it, back when that was still possible, before the Repudiation, but I continued with my fakery nonetheless. ‘The new government is trying to get out, bring the troops home. But it’s going to take time, Matthew, after the mess they inherited.’

         ‘I’m scared, Teach.’

         ‘So am I, Matthew.’ It was the truth.

         Kazinsky turned to face me. Tears wicked his dark lashes. ‘No. That’s not what I mean,’ he said. ‘I’m not scared for me. I’m scared for us. All of us.’ He wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve, glanced out towards the hallway. ‘I was just a kid when the first virus hit. I thought that was bad. But it was nothing compared to this.’

         I gripped the boy’s shoulder, held it tight. ‘The world is a fine place, Matthew, and well worth fighting for. Do you know who said that?’

         He shook his head.

         ‘I guess they don’t teach you Hemingway in lit anymore.’

         ‘My dad read The Old Man and the Sea to me once, when we were on holiday.’

         ‘Did you like it?’

         ‘It’s from another time, but yeah.’

         I waited for him to continue.

         ‘You know. When everything was still pure. Not like now.’

         ‘I know what you mean,’ I said, guilt welling up inside me.

         ‘I like the way the old man never gave up, even when the sharks came and took the fish away from him. The way the young boy loved the old man no matter what.’

         ‘So, in the end, he won.’ I hoped he couldn’t hear the lack of conviction in my voice.

         ‘Yeah, I guess he did. If you can call it winning.’

         ‘He just went out too far.’

         ‘I guess.’

         ‘So,’ I said, looking into the boy’s eyes, ‘the decision each of us has to make is: which fight? As long as you’re fighting for what you know is right, and keep doing your best, there’s hope. It’s when you give up that you’ve lost. Not a minute before.’

         Now this I meant. Big difference between trying and winning. I’ve always been quick to give advice. It is one of my many failings.

         Kazinsky looked up and to the right for a moment, that thing he did when he was working something through. ‘Maybe I could head to the mountains. You know, hide in the wilderness.’

         ‘It’s still pretty cold up there.’

         He stared out of the window. After a while he said: ‘My dad would have known what to do. He was good in the bush. Could get a fire going anywhere. He used to take me camping all the time when I was a kid.’

         You still are a kid. I didn’t say it. Matthew’s father had died in the second pandemic. Young and fit, he defied the statistics and succumbed to what later became known as the old-people’s disease. In truth no one had been safe. With so many succumbing, the tails of the distribution accounted for millions. It had been a giant crapshoot.

         ‘You’re smart, Matthew. With your marks, you could apply for engineering at university. It would keep you out of the army.’

         We’d been having this conversation for a couple of years now, on and off, me trying to get him to acknowledge his obvious talent for maths and physics, him steadfastly resisting. It’s not me, Teach, he’d say. I want to get out of school, not back into it. I want to live. Get out there and see some of the world before it’s all gone.

         His words saddened me in a way I still cannot describe. I couldn’t blame him one bit.

         ‘It’s not right, what they’re doing,’ he said. ‘You don’t look that old.’

         The truth of it was that we hadn’t tried hard enough to change things, back when it mattered, when there was still time. We could have. But we didn’t.

         ‘It won’t be good, Teach. You should run away, hide.’ Kazinsky paused, looked into my eyes, then lowered his voice. ‘Maybe we can go together?’

         ‘It will be okay. They’ll look after us.’

         ‘Please.’

         ‘It will be fine, Matthew. Thanks.’

         And that was it.

         After he left, I stood a long while and watched the sky go dark. Then I put the exam papers and the letters into my briefcase and walked out of the classroom, along the scuffed linoleum corridor and down the front steps of Churchill High School for the last time, my throat aching from holding it all back, the fear growing inside me like a tumour, the pity I felt for these unwilling inheritors I was leaving behind.

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          Each Windblown Mile
        
      

         

         
      I stand and stretch my legs. The ache in my left hip grows worse every winter. My father had both hips replaced, back when such things were common. I remember him telling me what a difference it made. He was back walking only a few weeks after the surgery, without pain, or so he said. Less than two years later those titanium joints and a small pile of ashes were all that was left of him. 
    

         
      It’s been a long time since I’ve thought about my dad, those kids too. Kazinsky and Smith. I suppose they just got erased along with everything else, all of that other, vanished world. They were about the same age then as my sons are now, a little younger. For the thousandth time I wonder if they are alive, and if so, where they are and if they are happy. 
    

         
      Eight hours it took me to write that first chapter. 
    

         
      I clump my way to the kitchen, avoid the squeaky floorboard, the one I have been meaning to replace for months. My wife is there, sitting at the table, a mug of tea between her hands. She smiles at me, each windblown mile of the past etched in her face, her eyes a timeless miracle. I pour myself a mug from the kettle simmering on the stove, sit opposite her. She reaches out across the plank-board table and takes my hand in hers. These two sets of fingers intertwine, this bone and brittle skin, these hands that together have wielded a thousand tools, and have thus conquered distance and healed the injured, cared for the helpless and buried the dead, carried and cut and killed. 
    

         
      Now that I have begun, I feel as if I have no choice but to continue. But starting is easy. Finishing is what’s hard. 
    

      

   


   
      
         
            
        2 
      

         

         I walked home the long way, down to the river and then along the footpath on the south bank though Fort Calgary, past the tarpaulin-and-plywood shanty town and then across the bridge over the Elbow River, running full and ice-free now even in January, the letters heavy in my pocket. I thought of the years we’d spent here since moving from Revelstoke after getting married, both of us so young, so oblivious. We’d done our best, raised a son here, built a life. A lot of it had been good. Some of it had been bliss. 

         It was getting late, and I knew that May would be home from her exhibition. I hoped it had gone well, fought off the thought that it hadn’t, replaced it with visions of happy art buyers leaving the studio with paintings tucked under well-fed arms. Then I realised that it wasn’t going to make any difference at all. 

         A cold drizzle started falling. Off to my left, on the island, the zoo was quiet and dark, the animals long since gone. One day they had just shut the place up. Cost savings, they had said. By the time I reached the end of our street, the rain was coming harder. It drummed on roofs and pelted the deleveled concrete sidewalk, cracking against my jacket and through the bare capillaries of bushes and trees, washing in through the charred shell of the Walker place – the whole family killed in Africa a few years earlier, caught there when the war started, the house taken over by squatters. I remember the night of the fire, the snow falling as the fire truck arrived, standing there with May, watching the flames fork from the windows, the jets of water pouring in through the collapsed roof, the embers spinning skywards through the orange billows of steam, her face lit up and how she looked so young still, so beautiful. 

         Walking on, feet soaked, cold, numb. Cold, soaked feet. On. Walking. 

         When I reached our house, I didn’t go in. I stood on the sidewalk in front of the house for a long time, watching the woodsmoke wisping from the chimney limb, smooth and laminar at first, then shuddering and separating in the wind. The mullioned windows glowed yellow, and inside I could see May moving from the kitchen to the dining room. Her hair was up, the way she wore it when she wanted to look her best. She was wearing the green dress that accentuated her figure. I knew she was happy. Standing there in the rain watching her, I had that feeling I had sometimes of being on the cusp of something, crossing over into a place you can’t get back from. That feeling that things can only ever move in one direction. 

         I pulled back the cuff of my jacket, tilted my wristwatch to the window light, watched the second-hand journey around the dial. Water streamed from the downspout. May moved back to the kitchen. I knew I should go in. But I didn’t. I just stood there, listening to the dirge in the sky and the rain in the bare trees and the sound of the river churning up its banks. 

         It was late by the time I summoned the courage to go inside. 

         ‘You’re late,’ May said. She was sitting at the kitchen table drinking a glass of wine. The table was set, the stove was lit. A tray of roasted vegetables steamed on the oven top. The smell filled the room. We ate in silence. After dinner I got up and turned on the little TV we kept in the kitchen. There wasn’t much on anymore since the commercial stations had closed – government-controlled news mostly. A story came on, one they’d been playing for the last several days about the disaster in the Gulf of Mexico, the drone shots showing oil platforms on fire, pillars of black smoke bisecting a green sky. The announcer was talking about the impacts on the coastline and what remained of the economy, blaming previous governments, the historical inaction of the voting populace. It had happened before, of course, but we had learned nothing. 

         Faster, cheaper. Disaster. Cheaper, faster. 

         Always the same. Over and over. Again and again. Over and over. The present a mirror of the past, replicating, learning nothing. Was it simply a colossal lack of imagination, or something worse, some deeper failing? 

         ‘Turn that shit off,’ said May. ‘I bet that footage is all computer-generated.’ 

         I didn’t want to start in on it. I turned it off. 

         ‘I’m not going to be manipulated,’ she continued. 

         I said nothing. 

         After I had cleaned away the plates, she said: ‘Don’t you want to know about my day?’ 

         ‘Of course. Sorry, yes,’ I blurted. ‘How did the show go?’ 

         She smiled. ‘I sold four paintings.’ 

         ‘That’s great, May. Great.’ 

         ‘Two older ones that I painted that year we camped in the Rockies, you remember?’ 

         I smiled at the memory. So did she. We stood a moment, smiling together, and then it was over. 

         ‘And I sold three newer ones, too. Got a good price for them. People always have money for beautiful things, no matter how bad things get.’ She refilled her glass, watched me watching her. ‘I’m celebrating.’ 

         ‘Congratulations.’ 

         She drank. ‘I hear that people have started getting letters. Quite a few on our street.’ 

         I nodded. 

         ‘They’re calling you the grey locusts.’ 

         ‘Apt.’ 

         She frowned. ‘Did you get yours?’ 

         I reached into my pocket and pulled out the envelopes, set them on the table together, one atop the other. 

         ‘When do you leave?’ 

         I fanned out the letters so she could see. 

         ‘What’s that?’ 

         ‘I’m sorry, May,’ I said. ‘I truly am.’ I was. I still am. 

         I remembered the day we first heard the news, about half a year earlier, maybe a bit less. We were sitting together in the living room, reading, the radio on in the background. The official announcement followed the evening news. Over the next six to twelve months, it said, those born before the cut-off date would be relocated south to make room for the millions of younger citizens streaming north. There were other details about asset confiscation to help pay for the mounting costs of the war and the efforts to adapt society to all the changes. Building resilience, they called it. 

         The cut-off date meant May was safe, and I wasn’t. I would have to go, and she could stay. After the announcement, she turned off the radio and looked me long in the eyes. What she had been looking for I’m still not sure. Was it envy, maybe? Anger, perhaps, or fear? The fact is I can’t remember feeling any of those things, and I still don’t. All I felt then, and still feel now, was a profound sense of sadness. I’m going to miss you, May, was all I said. I didn’t ask her to come with me. I knew that she wanted me to go, that she wanted to live her own life. So, I decided to say nothing, to leave it all unsaid. And that was the way it had stayed. Until now. 

         ‘What is it?’ she said. 

         ‘Our notices. They came this morning.’ 

         ‘You mean your notice,’ she said, turning away. 

         ‘I’m sorry, May.’ 

         ‘You keep saying that. Stop saying that.’ 

         I pushed her letter across the table towards her. 

         ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ She snatched the letter up, opened it. 

         I watched her eyes move as she read, wide at first, then gradually narrowing into a compressed horizon of disbelief. 

         She looked up at me. ‘No,’ she said. ‘This is wrong.’ She stood, took a few steps and let the letter fall to the floor. 

         I reached out for her, but she batted me away. 

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘No. You’ve changed it. You’re jealous. You want to stay and you can’t.’ 

         ‘May, I’m…’ 

         I could see her trying to steady herself. She was breathing hard. ‘It’s a mistake,’ she said, her voice quavering. ‘A typo. One number, that’s all it is.’ She trod on the letter and ground it into the tile with a twist of her foot. ‘They make mistakes all the time.’ 

         ‘I checked, May. I called them today from school. It’s not a mistake.’ 

         ‘One number,’ she whispered. I could see panic taking hold now, the blood rising to her face, the vein just below her left eye twitching the way it did when she was stressed. She reached for the wine glass, gulped it dry, tottered, reached for the edge of the table. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s a mistake. They told us last year, and again just a few weeks ago. Ninety, they said. Ninety.’ 

         I reached to steady her. She pushed me away, stumbled back towards the kitchen counter. 

         ‘There were others at the school, May. Others like you. It’s not a mistake. Please, May, you have to calm down. Why don’t you sit for a moment?’ 

         ‘Get away from me,’ she screamed. ‘This is your fault. What did you say to them?’ 

         ‘What do you mean, my fault? How could I—’ 

         ‘Asshole. You just said it. You called them. You told them I was older.’ She was screaming now, at the top of her voice, the way she’d done during the worst of her episodes, back before we figured out what was wrong and got her treatment. ‘You don’t want to go alone. That’s it, isn’t it? You’re such a coward.’ 

         I pushed through it. ‘Did you skip your meds, May?’ 

         ‘What if I did? What fucking difference does that make? I won’t be able to get them soon anyway, the way things are going.’ 

         ‘Please, May. Sit down. I’ll fetch your lithium.’ 

         She leaned back against the edge of the counter, arching away from me, reaching back. Dishes clattered to the floor. 

         ‘No,’ she screamed. ‘Get away from me.’ 

         ‘It’s okay,’ I whispered. 

         ‘This is what you’ve always wanted. To punish me. For everything.’ 

         I reached for her hand. She screamed as she swung the knife. 

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          That Territory of Madness
        
      

         

         
      Memory is an untrustworthy thing. I am sure May would have recalled these events completely differently. It’s hard to be objective. And the further away they get, the less certain I am about anything. 
    

         
      The scar is still there, though, a clean cut on my left deltoid. I can still remember the flash of the blade, the surprise I felt as I stared at the knife sticking out of my shoulder, May’s scream as she ran from the kitchen and out into the night. It is a memory that is very clear, very clean, seemingly unblurred, and now unearthed, troublingly closer than many, more recent, events. 
    

         
      Dawn lights the eastern sky. Shoals of cloud hang low over the sound, wend through the dark hills that rise from the sea. A light rain is falling, has been falling all night. I stand under the covered balcony – a later addition – and watch the boys prepare the skiff. They load fishing lines and net, bait, oars, food and water. Lewis, the taller and slimmer of the two, guides the bow into the water, tresses of sun-bleached hair falling across his face. Kweku, stockier, darker, leans low and pushes the stern through the shingle. The skiff’s keel rib leaves a dark channel in the shingle behind him. Soon they are in and powering their way out towards the abandoned lighthouse. I stand and watch them go, follow the swing and drop of their oars and the silver wake spooling out behind them until they reach the headland and are gone. I wish them luck, and safe return. I say this out loud, as I do each time they go, my prayer to the ocean and the sky and the ancient granite under my feet. 
    

         
      I turn away and go back inside. My wife has put a mug of tea on my desk. It steams in the lamplight. I whisper thanks to her, sit down. Every time they go it is this way. Every time. I lower my eyes to the page, try to calm my fear. Yesterday’s words stare up at me, crying out to be banished, back to that territory of madness from whence they came.
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         I stood there for a moment not quite believing what had just happened. Then the pain came. My vision collapsed. I braced myself against the counter, let the turbulence roil through me. I remember the wind whipping in the Manitoba maple outside the back window, the blood pulsing out around the blade, the way it beaded on the stainless steel. 

         I staggered to the bathroom, found the first-aid kit. The knife hadn’t gone in far. I knew that I should leave it in, bind around it, go to hospital. But May was out there somewhere, scared and angry and alone. It was then that I noticed it – May’s prescription dispenser, the little white pills there in their slots. She had missed taking her medication for three days running. 

         I grabbed the handle, held it there a moment … and pulled. It came out easily, more easily than I would have thought, with a slight sucking sound. And then the blood came, and with it another wave of pain. I pulled a towel from the rack, soaked it in hot water, pressed it to the wound. One of May’s white bath towels. Shit. It would never come clean. She’d be furious. I remember thinking that. 

         Soon I had a bandage in place, tightened down hard, reddening already, but holding. I had to find May. The car keys were still on the hook by the back door. Her purse and raincoat were on the chair in the front hall. Twenty minutes since she’d left. I grabbed the phone, hit the speed dial – Maureen, her closest friend in Calgary, mid-forties, divorced, a couple of joint-custody kids who were ‘doing fantastic’, as she told me every time we met, which wasn’t often. The line crackled, the weather spiking in packets of interference. A voice answered. A child. 

         ‘Is your mother there, please?’ 

         No answer, just a yell: ‘Mu-um. Phone.’ 

         Banging, a muffled ‘shit’. Then: ‘Hello?’ 

         ‘Maureen, it’s David.’ 

         Nothing. 

         ‘David Armstrong.’ That’s my name. 

         ‘Sorry?’ 

         ‘David Armstrong.’ 

         Nothing. 

         ‘Maureen, it’s Teacher.’ 

         ‘Oh, Teacher. Yes, of course. Sorry.’ 

         ‘Is May there, Maureen?’ 

         ‘May? No, why? Is something wrong?’ 

         ‘No, I … Well, yes. I … I need to find her.’ 

         ‘What happened, Teacher?’ 

         ‘It’s nothing. If she shows up, can you please let me know? If I’m not here, just leave a message. OK?’ 

         ‘Did she get a letter?’ 

         ‘Yes.’ 

         ‘I’m so sorry. Really I am.’ 

         ‘Sure.’ 

         ‘If I hear from her, I’ll let you know, okay?’ 

         ‘Thanks.’ 

         I tried everyone I could think of. Each conversation was similar: stilted, awkward, the same negatives in reply. I put the phone down, reached up and touched the bandage. The bleeding had stopped. It wasn’t that bad. I ran up upstairs to the bedroom, pulled on a sweatshirt, came back downstairs, drank a glass of water, grabbed the solar-powered windup torch from its cradle on the side counter and my rain shell and cap from the hook at the front door. I whistled for Panda. He came, tail wagging. He was old, but he was willing, and he loved May. I made sure the spare key was under the mat in case she came back while I was away and stepped out into the storm. 

         We started towards the river, the dog pulling on his lead. Did he sense the urgency? I knew that when she wanted to be alone, she would walk along the river pathway, often with the dog. She’d go for miles sometimes, most often to the east, away from the city, following the Bow River as it curved south and broadened into gravel-strewn braids that cut through old stands of poplar and alder growing in the shelter of the valley. But the trees were mostly gone now, burned during the terrible wildfires of last summer and then hacked away by refugees who came to cut the trees for firewood. 

         Sometimes I would follow her. Invariably she’d stop at her favourite places: the lookout beyond the weir, the little gravel beach cut into the bank further downstream, where in summer you used to be able to wade out and let the water run cool and strong against your legs, the bench set on the point where you could look back across the river and on clear days see the Rocky Mountains rising behind the city. Early in our marriage we’d walked together, hands clasped through woollen mittens in winter, baby fingers hooked and linked in summer, stopped at these places, watched the ice crack in spring, the water flow cold and pure from the mountains in autumn. But then one day she announced that she was going alone. She returned hours later, quiet, distant, as if she’d been on a long voyage and seen things she could not describe in words. I know how that feels. 

         After a while, I had started to follow. I’d keep well back, lurking in the trees at the side of the path, careful not to get too close. I watched her wanderings, wondered what had gone wrong, pondered the genesis of this distance. As soon as I’d see her turn and start home, I would hurry back along the railway tracks to the house so that when she returned, I was there, busy in the garden or marking papers at the kitchen table. 

         And every time I did it, I felt ashamed. 

         But I didn’t stop. I got better and better at the following, closer so I could see her clearly, watch her stop sometimes to sketch in her pocket notebook, hear fragments of a phone conversation, see the steam coming from her mouth on a winter afternoon. I got better at the rationalisation, too. I was making sure she was safe – the city had been getting steadily more dangerous as the economy slumped and food prices rose and refugees flooded in. These days, a woman walking alone was a target, no matter how much she asserted that she should not be, that she deserved better, deserved respect. I was watching over her, ready to spring at any would-be assailant, and I was trying to understand what she was doing so I could save our marriage, stop her from making a mistake that we would both regret. But underneath, the shame lurked, bruise hot and impossible to ignore. 

         But now, as far as I could tell, she was barefoot, wearing only her green dress. She was distressed, not thinking straight, manic. She had no money. Her phone was still in her purse. It was cold. Not cold enough for snow, but almost. Close to enough. Soon, maybe. If she was balanced, she’d head to Ninth Avenue. Most of the shops would be closed now, but there was a convenience store there, at the far end towards the city, that would still be open. But she wasn’t anything close to balanced. If she didn’t find shelter soon, she’d die of exposure. I had to find her. 

         It’s all a blur now, looking back. I remember running through the rain, the dog trotting beside me, the torchlight beam scattering among the charred trunks, the supercooled droplets hanging in the light as if ignoring the gravity pulling them groundward. Then, like now, none of it seemed real, this place, the pain in my shoulder, the letter crumpled on the kitchen floor, the war in Africa, Kazinsky crying in class, all that had happened over the last day and decade, the changes that had come so much more quickly than I or anyone else had predicted, that non-linearity in complex systems that shocks an apparently stable, predictable system into a new dis-equilibrium. I ran on through the darkness, calling her name out into the night as the rain turned to snow, into this new strange attractor that was drawing us all in. It was so dark. 

         Rain turned to sleet, cold on my face, streaking through the flashlight’s dimming beam. I breathed. My heart beat. Heat diffused from my body. Minutes of my life shed into nothing. Rain fell, cooled, turned to ice. Somewhere close by a tree limb crashed to the ground. All around me, entropy doing its work. 

         I kept going, calling out her name, my voice disappearing into the storm. And then the bluffs across the river where the valley widened out, lights flickering along the crest, blurred and starred through the sleet, and the old Ninth Avenue bridge. The dog was pulling hard on the leash now, tail flicking back and forth, his thick black-and-white fur soaked. As we got closer, I could see the bridge abutments blistering the water. Under the main span, out of the snow, it was dry. Empty liquor bottles, plastic bags, a pile of shit with a few sheets of toilet paper scattered about, the collapsed halves of a cardboard box, a used condom. And then something exquisitely pale, a cherished limb, a green dress. 

         I dropped to my knees. 

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          That Divine Welcoming
        
      

         

         
      Sometime later – after the exodus but before our escape, she opened up to me in a way she hadn’t since were first married. She tried to explain to me what she’d done and why she’d done it and what she’d seen there, under that bridge, as she slipped into unconsciousness. 
    

         
      Every colour of cold, she’d said. Those exact words. I’ll never forget them. Whites and blues and the steel grey of the I-beams under the bridge. Fractured slabs and crystal flakes, the spider-web of concentric fractures there in the frozen puddle at her hand. All these patterns demanding capture. But she was too tired, too numb, too everything. It really was too bad, she told me. Too bad about all of it. She’d always thought there was going to be so much more. More love, more happiness, more of everything. It was hard to hear. 
    

         
      She closed her eyes, felt herself dissolving away, as if her constituent atoms were somehow disaggregating, and she told me that part of her knew that she was dying, that this was what the last moments felt like, balancing there at the edge of oblivion, so close she could feel its cold breath on her neck, its gentle voice calling to her, telling her that it was going to be alright, taking hold of her hand, picking her up to carry her across the threshold into nothingness, and that sensation of drifting, untethered to any terrestrial point, and the terror of it, the sparking fear in her bones and the raging darkness in her head because this was not what she believed it would be like, The End. 
    

         
      Where were the angels, she said, the bright lights of heaven? Where was God’s divine welcoming, the warm, everlasting peace? She’d always believed, always prayed. But there was only this. This cold. This frozen scattering. Sweet Lord, no. Did you lie to me? Did I lie to myself? 
    

         
      And in that moment, that infinity contained within a fraction of a second, she knew that she’d never heard back. She’d prayed and strived and directed her soul heavenward and envied those who claimed they’d spoken directly to God, heard the word of the saviour, one to one, a private conversation. But she never had. Not once. The communication had only ever been one way. Had she been faking it the whole time, searching for someone, something that didn’t exist? Terror flooded her soul, black and deep like an ocean. This was not how it was supposed to be. Now, most of all, a lifetime’s devotion was supposed to be rewarded with final certainty, that divine welcoming she’d always been promised, realisation at the final breath. Darkness opened up before her, infinite and empty. She tried to speak. No. And then she was gone. 
    

         
      It made me shiver. It still does. 
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         I sat by the bed and watched the early-morning light play over her face, ran the fingertip of my gaze over the upturned tip of her nose and down the long curve of her neck. Once, a single touch had been enough to push me off the cliff-edge of bliss. It seems like so long ago now. But then again, a lot of things seem so long ago. The time when the world had seemed to be making slow, grudging progress. A time of optimism, before the Repudiation, a time of progress despite the setbacks, the losses irretrievable and not. And then the darkness had come, the victory of denial and cowardice over truth. Surely it can’t be that long ago, that far away? 

         I closed my eyes, listened to the sound of her breathing. If I hadn’t found her, she would surely have died. It was only because I’d followed her so many times that I’d been able to guess which way she’d go. That’s what I told myself. Rationalisation. The last refuge of the guilty. More likely it was the dog who’d led me to her. 

         It had taken me the best part of twenty minutes to get her back to the house. I’d put my jacket over her, pulled my hat over her head, lifted her and carried her back. She was heavier than I remembered, and I was certainly not as strong as I once was. I shifted her up over my shoulder, fireman style, and then back to a bridal carry every hundred metres or so, walking as quickly as I could, the dog trotting happily beside me. I could the feel the cold inside her through the layers, but she was still breathing. By the time we arrived back at the house I was sweating hard. I stripped off her dress and underwear, dried her, laid her on the bed and covered her over with as many extra blankets as I could find. Then I took off my clothes, towelled myself down, slipped in next to her, pushed myself up against her and felt the cold move from her body into mine. I stayed that way for a long time, running my hands over the familiar topography of her. Slowly, she warmed. 

         Sometime later, deep in the night, she woke and turned to look at me. Her eyes were wide, the pupils dilated so that there was only black. She put her arms around my neck and drew me close. I could feel her breath on my neck. She whispered something I could not make out, and for the briefest eternity it was if nothing had changed, and we were again as we had once been. 

         I kissed her, ran downstairs, made her a mug of hot chocolate, grabbed one of her pills, but by the time I got back she was asleep again. 

         In the letters, we’d been given two days to prepare. And as I sat by her bedside, I considered that despite everything, I deserved this. I could come to no other conclusion. I suppose I could say – did say back then – that I had done all I could. I’d marched, back when it was still allowed. Written everyone I could think of: ministers, representatives, mayors, business leaders – so many letters I couldn’t count them all. I’d phoned into radio talk shows and posted stuff on social media, suffered the predictable ridicule. I had even done it the old-fashioned way, standing on the roadside waving signs at uninterested motorists, occasionally receiving a horn blast in what I interpreted as support, more often a shouted insult or a mute middle finger. Everything mattered, everything was part of the fight. That’s what I told myself back then, told my students, even after the Repudiation and the new laws curtailing what I could teach. I’d fought on every front I could, as tirelessly as I was able, long after I’d lost hope of even partial victory. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly. It’s hard to do what’s required when you’ve convinced yourself you have too much to lose. 

         And now, two days was all we had. Less. I decided then, watching the predawn sky lighten, that I would prepare. I would change focus. Narrow it down. If the world was beyond saving, I’d save myself. Myself, and the woman I loved. Two standard cases. That’s what we were allowed. I’d seen it coming for years. I was not unprepared. Over the last few years, despite the shortages, I’d collected every implement, tool and instrument of survival I could get my hands on. Two sturdy backpacks, military grade. Two high-quality sleeping bags good to minus fifteen that zipped together. A two-man tent with lightweight fly. Fifty metres of military-grade paracord. An all-purpose stove that could run on anything. Compass, long-blade hunting knife, Leatherman multi-tool, wire, fishing line and hooks, torch, solar PV recharger, firestarter, medical supplies, vitamins, emergency rations, water filter. 

         I was laying out everything in my head when there was a knock at the door. I slid out of bed, threw on trousers and a sweatshirt, and went downstairs. Through the front windows I could see snow falling in thick sheets. I pulled open the door, peered out into the weather. At first, I didn’t recognise the man standing before me, an old Toyota Land Cruiser pulled up and idling at the curb, the exhaust steaming in the cold. 

         ‘Teach, it’s me. Can I come in?’ The man threw back the hood of his parka. It was Kazinsky. 

         ‘Matthew,’ I stumbled. ‘Yes of course. Come in.’ I looked past him to the car. ‘Who’s in the car?’ 

         ‘It’s Maddy. Maddy Smith.’ 

         ‘I didn’t know you two were…’ 

         He flashed that big-eyed, long-lashed smile of his. ‘Yeah. For over a year now.’ 

         ‘That’s great, Matthew. Great.’ 

         ‘Gotta talk to you, Teach.’ The smile was gone now. ‘We need your help.’ 

         I stood back, looked towards the car. ‘OK, Matthew. Tell her to come inside.’ 

         Kazinsky turned to the car, waved a mittened hand. The engine shut down and Maddy Smith trudged up the path in Sorrels and a parka that looked two sizes too big for her. 

         ‘Hi, Teach,’ she said, taking Matthew’s hand. Her smile was even more beautiful than the boy’s, just as fleeting. 

         ‘Hi, Maddy.’ It came out as a croak. 

         They stepped inside and I closed the door. They stood looking at me, cheeks blushed with cold, eyelashes sprinkled with snowflakes, steam rising from wet hair. 

         ‘Have you heard?’ said Kazinsky, sharing a glance with Smith. 

         ‘Heard what? I’ve been … busy. Getting ready to leave.’ 

         ‘Shit,’ said Kazinsky. Smith reached out and took his other hand in hers. 

         ‘What is it?’ I could see the fear in them both. 

         ‘Nairobi,’ said Smith, tears in her eyes. 

         ‘They nuked Nairobi,’ Kazinsky said. ‘We heard it on the news just now.’ 

         I felt the peripheries of my vision compress. ‘Jesus.’ 

         ‘Me and Maddy, we’ve decided we’re not going to be part of it. You’ve taught us that. We have to stand up, any way we can.’ 

         I stood there not saying anything, the implications of this spinning up in my mind. 

         ‘We’re running away,’ said Smith. ‘Today.’ 

         ‘We need you to cover for us at school tomorrow,’ said Kazinsky. ‘And we need gear. Anything you’ve got. Food, supplies. You told me once you collect that kind of stuff. You know, survival gear.’ 

         I leaned back against the wall, tried to find in the hundred-year-old wood frame a stability that was not there. I looked at the two of them, so young still, and despite everything, so innocent. 

         ‘What about MIT, Maddy?’ I said, choking back everything. ‘You, too, Matthew. Engineering will keep you out.’ 

         ‘Engineering so we can do what?’ said Maddy. ‘More of the same?’ 

         ‘We’ve been through it,’ said Kazinsky. ‘We’re out. We are going to get as far from all of it as we can. Get to the mountains, go north. Live.’ 

         ‘They’ll chase you,’ I said, a strong feeling of admiration growing inside me now. 

         ‘Better things to do, I reckon,’ said Kazinsky. ‘Especially now.’ 

         ‘Will you help us?’ said Maddy, eyes wide. The contacts were gone. 

         I gave them everything I could spare. A good compass. My best knife. Waterproof matches. I rummaged through my bookshelf, found an old, weathered copy of Bushcraft 101 by Dave Canterbury, the one I’d bought in a bookshop in Toronto, back when you could still get on a plane and travel to another city without government permission. 

         Kazinsky flipped through the book, a thin smile growing on his face. ‘It’s been a while,’ he said. ‘My dad could’ve written this, easy.’ 

         I didn’t try to talk them around to a different future. I helped them fill two duffel bags with food, gave them an axe, a good flashlight with extra batteries, and my old topographic maps of the Rocky Mountains, the border up to Jasper. 

         ‘Come with us,’ Kazinsky tried again. ‘You and your wife.’ 

         ‘I can’t do that, Matthew,’ I said. ‘We’ll be okay.’ We had been assured by the government that the relocation would be swift and dignified, that we would have comparative, though more southerly, accommodation, that we would be well looked after, continue to be employed in meaningful work. This message had been bludgeoned home over the past ten months over the radio, the TV and across what still passed for an internet, as if it had come from an Ayn Rand novel: with a numbing repetitiveness and doctrinal purity that left absolutely no room for misinterpretation. We were guilty, yes, but we would be fairly treated. After all, we were still citizens. 

         Smith was crying. Kazinsky looked down at the floor. 

         ‘You had better go,’ I said. My throat ached. ‘The sooner you get going the better. I’ll cover for you as long as I can.’ 

         They started towards the door. 

         ‘Wait,’ I said, grabbing Kazinsky’s arm. I went to the desk and grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled out an address, a telephone number, an email address. ‘If you can, let me know how you’re doing. Nothing anyone can use to track you, just that you’re okay.’ I looked at Smith, tried not to get pulled into the depths of her eyes, failed. ‘Both of you.’ 

         I shook Matthew’s hand. Smith put her arms around my neck and reached up and kissed me on the cheek. And as she did, I knew that I would never see them again. 

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          A Deep Sense of Wonder
        
      

         

         
      I set down my pen. A tear slides across my cheek and falls to the page, dissolving mountains and feeling. I push my chair back from the desk and run my hands through my dry, thinning hair. Not for the first time today, I question my ability to continue, to do this story justice. Despair grips me. Will this be like all the other times I have tried to make this journey, starting only to lose courage at the first obstacle? 
    

         
      Outside, the rain has relented. Shafts of afternoon sun strike through broken cloud, search across the surface of the sea. I stand, feel every one of my seventy-eight years in each degraded joint, every knitted fracture. That I have come to live as long as I have is a deep mystery to me. And while there is a psalm – which one I cannot remember – that gives a man seventy years, eighty if he is strong, it also warns that the span is soon gone. 
    

         
      It is then that I see it. Just beyond the headland where the water is cold and clear and deep. The skiff. They have a sail up. I can see the white canvas flying in the late-slanting sun, the sharp thread of their wake as they round the rocky islet we call The Hope. Something stirs deep inside my cortex, pumps thick slugs of dopamine into my bloodstream. My boys are coming home. I can see them now, closer already, running with the wind. They grew up sailing. I have taught them everything I know, and they are both already far better sailors than I ever was. I watch as they throw in a jibe, set course for home. 
    

         
      I call to my wife. She comes and stands next to me, smiles that beautiful smile of hers, a smile of wisdom, of hardship endured, of regrets survived. We make our way down to the beach. Juliette and Mandy have seen too. We watch them emerge from their homes further along the ridge and run down the path between the big grey boulders, through clutches of wind-bent sheoak and peppermint, down to the beach. Juliette is first, long blonde hair flying in the breeze, clutching little Leo to her chest. She is a tall girl, almost as tall as Kweku, long-limbed and athletic, with a starburst of freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose and the points of her cheekbones. Mandy, the quieter of the two, the more circumspect, follows. She moves carefully, arms cradling her growing belly. 
    

         
      We watch as the skiff approaches, close enough now that we can see the boys working the lines, the sun on their bare shoulders. Juliette whoops, jumps up and down waving her arms in the air. The baby squeals in delight at this game he has played before. Lewis, near the bow, smiles that big grin of his. Kweku, at the tiller, raises a hand, flashes a thumbs up. They have had luck. What I can only call a deep sense of wonder washes over me, catches in my throat. 
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         May stood in the living room, looking out through the window at the snow-covered street, the phone pressed to her ear. She’d spent most of the day in bed, had emerged with a bad cold. When she appeared that afternoon dressed for outdoors and announced that she was going out, I said nothing, just nodded and tried a smile. She returned a couple of hours later, slammed the door shut, threw her coat on the floor and tramped into the kitchen. I could see she’d been crying. 

         She grabbed the phone and punched in a number, glancing at the bloody bandage around my arm. A moment later a voice I knew answered. It was our son, Lachie. 

         ‘It’s not fair,’ she said into the phone. ‘Less than a month. Twenty-three days. You need to do something.’ 

         Silence from the other end. 

         ‘I shouldn’t be going,’ she continued. ‘None of my friends are going. Please, Lachie.’ 

         I could hear Lachie’s voice on the other end of the line. Patience there, surprise. ‘The government has kept its promise, Mum. Canadians who are young enough will be allowed to stay, continue their lives, keep what’s theirs.’ 

         ‘I don’t care about other Canadians,’ she said. ‘It’s the date that’s wrong.’ 

         ‘There’s nothing I can do, Mum. I’m sorry.’ 

         ‘Please, Lachie.’ 

         ‘No exceptions, Mum. I’m sorry.’ 

         She was silent a moment. ‘Sorry. You’re sorry.’ Her tone had changed. ‘I almost died pushing you out, you ungrateful little shit. And you tell me you’re sorry. It’s not good enough, Lachie. There are always exceptions. You’re a powerful man now. I know you can help me if you want to.’ 

         ‘Mum, I—’ 

         But she didn’t let him finish. ‘You don’t want to help me, do you? That’s it, isn’t it?’ She glared at me. ‘It’s your father, isn’t it? You two are together on this. He doesn’t want to go alone. That’s it, isn’t it?’ 

         ‘Mum, that’s—’ 

         She slammed the receiver into its cradle and wheeled to face me. Her face was flushed, and the dark orbs of her eyes were filled with tears. ‘I told my friends today,’ she said. ‘None of them are going. Norma’s only a month younger than me. The smug bitch just sat there patting my hand like she was … I don’t know what.’ She pulled a tissue from her pocket and blew her nose. ‘Satisfied. That’s what she was, satisfied. I could have punched her in the face.’ 

         I stayed silent. After twenty-five years of marriage, I’d learned to stay quiet. Don’t try to solve it. Don’t express a view. Just listen. 

         ‘Lachie won’t help me,’ she said. 

         The last time we’d seen him, six months earlier, he’d stopped by for a day on his way to Vancouver for a conference establishing the new post-referendum transition. Unification they called it. Clearly distressed, he’d admonished us as if we were simply faceless parts of that thing he kept calling ‘your generation’, rather than his parents. 

         ‘You can go like a sheep if you want to,’ May said to me. ‘But you have no right to take me with you. This is your fault.’ 

         I’d known for a long time that what she had always really wanted was a daughter. A confidante, a friend eventually, someone who would always be there for her. For a while she had even suggested that another baby might bring us closer, perhaps even recapture some of what we had had at the beginning. But I didn’t want another child. It was irresponsible. There were too many people on the planet, then. Thirteen billion, far above the projections made early in the century. No one had quite anticipated the ferocity of China’s reversal in policy, from one-child families to war-time fertility promotion. Money for babies. And then Africa’s kids all grew up and started having their own at all once, HIV barely a pothole in the road. It was the root cause of all the problems we were facing: the wars, the changes, the shortages – too many people with too many desires chasing not enough of everything and doing it all the wrong way. Even in the increasingly rare moments of passion I had maintained control, even when she had assured me that it was safe. 

         ‘Let me try,’ I said. ‘I’ll call him.’ 

         Tears streaked her face. ‘I don’t want to go,’ she said. 

         ‘Neither do I.’ 
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         The conversation with Lachie had gone pretty much as I’d expected. He couldn’t say much. I knew his conversations were being monitored. Despite his position, he had to be careful. I asked him to keep track of us, if he could, forward any mail that might be directed to him for us. He agreed. I could hear the tension in his voice. I told him I loved him, that I was proud of him, told him to look after himself. What I’ve been saying to him since he was fifteen. 

         Two days isn’t a lot when you are dismantling your life. 

         I’d notified the few colleagues, friends and relatives who didn’t already know, hadn’t already done the straightforward calculation. I had tried to engage May in helping to go through our stuff. There was so much that we didn’t want to leave behind. Irreplaceable stuff like photographs, paintings my father had done, favourite books, May’s keepsakes and clothes. But the letter had been quite clear: one case that you can carry on your own. Laptops are allowed. No phones. No weapons. No bicycles or drones. And no pets. 

         That was the hardest part. Not the stuff. It was the memories, the friends. And the fear. It was not as if there had been a lack of time, mind you. Twenty-five years of forewarning, as things went from difficult to numbing, should have been enough. Should have been, but never can be. And I couldn’t convince her, could not make her see, that this, our penance, was just and fair, and really it was the only logical outcome. We were guilty. 

         And so, when they came for us, before dawn on that third day, we were as ready as we could be. I’d packed every piece of survival gear I could carry into my bag. The dog was in his favourite spot in the back garden, under the big Manitoba maple. I’d marked the spot with a river rock, said a few words as May wept. 

         I stood on the front porch and stared into the bailiff’s hangover face, that pissed-off, dragged-out-of bed look all over him, the smell of last night’s beer. Out on the street, a bus idled in the snow, half a dozen faces peering through frost-edged windows. It was one of those yellow school buses that you still see around sometimes, like the ones that took me to summer camp when I was a kid, except for the wire cages over the windows. 

         The bailiff frowned, shoved a clipboard and a pen at me. ‘Sign this,’ he said. 

         I took the pen, started reading the paper. 

         A breath escaped between the bailiff’s lips: ‘Asshole.’ 

         I looked up from the clipboard, stared into the kid’s eyes. ‘What did you say?’ 

         The bailiff frowned, bored again. ‘Just sign it.’ 

         ‘There is no need to be rude,’ I said. ‘Show some respect.’ 

         The boy turned on me, glared. ‘Respect?’ he growled. ‘You have to be fucking kidding me.’ 

         I can still feel it now, the shame burning up inside me, thick and hot. I signed the form. 

         The bailiff snatched the clipboard away, handed me two yellow tags each with an elastic band looped through a hole in one end. ‘Attach this to your coat,’ he said. ‘The other one is for your wife.’ Then he turned and started down the steps towards the bus. ‘Two minutes,’ he said without looking back. 

         A police car flashed past, lights strobing, and pulled to a stop three doors down, outside Ross Steven’s house, the guy with two first names. Two big cops jumped out and stood on the sidewalk, looking at the modest two-storey home, the thick plywood sheets sealing the windows, the steel gate in the ten-foot brick wall Steven had erected around the place just last year. Steven had always been a bit of a recluse, from back East people said, Ontario somewhere, an IT guy, ran his own company. Ten years we had lived on the street and not once had we socialised with Steven and his diminutive, plain-looking wife. A few hellos in the street had been about all. And then the wall started to go up. I had spoken to him a few times, standing there on the pavement as Steven mixed concrete and hammered forms, muttered monosyllabic replies to my questions, waved away my advice. And then one day the wall was finished and that was it. Other than their regular Saturday morning excursion for food, no one saw or spoke to them. The neighbours said they had gone ‘survivalist’, preparing for the cataclysm, rumoured that he was one of the Canadian indépendantistes, the rebel group that had taken to the wilderness, urban and natural, to fight American rule. 

         I stood on the porch, watched the cops walk to Steven’s front gate and press the buzzer, stand there fiddling with nightsticks and handcuffs. Many had tried to resist. There had been the legal challenges, of course, one of which had gone all the way to the Supreme Court and had been in the news feeds for months before the war in the subcontinent stole the headlines. No one had ever expected that they would win, and in the end, the Marshank-Watson bill was passed by both houses, and the Intergenerational Equity Commission had been established. The rest was common knowledge. 

         The bailiff was standing under the streetlight beside the bus. He glanced at his clipboard, looked up at me and tapped the face of his watch. Hurry up, he mouthed. Asshole. 

         I glared back at him. I did it quickly and without conviction. Then I turned and opened the door, and walked inside for the last time, past my father’s old oak roll-top desk with the square-cut front leg where Lachie had split his head open that Christmas Eve when he was three, and his blood had seeped into the gaps between the lams of the hardwood floor; down the hall past the decimated rogue’s gallery of family photos – May had packed the ones she wanted into her case, peeling the photos out of the frames – and into the living room. I liked that house. I liked the floors, the big double-hung windows, the tight turns of the staircase, the snug bedroom dormer, all of it of an earlier time when there were still some things you knew would never change. 

         May was in the living room, sitting in her favourite chair, hands crisped around the armrest, trancing into the mute television screen where a sixty-second loop of the day’s news spooled out: an armoured fighting vehicle in a ruined street blasting its long, barrelled chain gun in sustained bursts, fire and smoke spitting from the muzzle; President Lejeune’s sombre face mouthing silent words unknown but by now so familiar; a drone shot of an arctic research vessel plying a green, ice-scattered sea, the ship compressing into a tiny speck as the camera panned out, revealing a foaming expanse of whitewater that engulfed the horizon, the words ‘Melting clathrates venting methane from sea floor’ scrolling across a bright-red chyron at the bottom of the screen. 

         I crouched down beside her and put my hand on hers. She pulled her arm away, sat staring at the technicolour nightmare as if somewhere below that lurid surface the right world lingered, ready to open out in a warm rush of black-and-white movie happiness. 

         I looped May’s tag through the buttonhole of her coat. ‘Please, May. We have to go. They’re waiting for us.’ 

         ‘Leave me alone.’ 

         ‘May.’ 

         ‘I’m not going.’ 

         ‘May, please.’ 

         ‘You should have left me there.’ 

         ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You would have died.’ 

         ‘You can’t see it, can you? This is a death sentence.’ 

         I shook my head, filled my lungs, tried to breathe it away. ‘Please, May. Don’t say crazy things.’ 

         ‘I’m not going. Lachie will be here any minute.’ 

         ‘He’s not coming, Maybelline.’ 

         ‘Fuck you.’ On the TV, Lejeune’s young-old face mouthed inevitability. 

         ‘Why do you persist with this, May?’ 

         ‘Because he owes it to me,’ she breathed, still attached to the TV screen by an invisible umbilical. 

         Hammering on the door now, something hard against the wood frame, and then a voice, deeper; not the bailiff. ‘Get out here, now.’ 

         ‘Coming,’ I called over my shoulder. 

         I reached for her arm. This time she didn’t react, just let my hand rest there as if it was of no weight, no consequence. I waited there a moment and then got to my feet and turned off the TV. She stared at it as if it were transmitting still. 

         Flashing lights from the street pierced the gap between the front curtains and clanged over the ceiling and the walls, painted the back of May’s head in red and blue. A megaphone blared, more police cars arrived, sirens squalling. 

         May turned to look. 

         ‘It’s Steven,’ I said. ‘I told him this would happen.’ 

         ‘That’s you, isn’t it?’ she said. Her look was hard, her mouth set in a flat line. ‘Always lecturing, always predicting the future, never doing anything about it. Steven is fighting for his property, for his rights. That’s what we should be doing.’ 

         ‘The government has promised—’ 

         ‘And you believe them? In my life I’ve never met anyone so gullible.’ 

         How many times had she levelled that one on me over the years? ‘We have no choice,’ I whispered, taking it. ‘Please, May.’ 

         A detonation shook the windows, making her jump. Me too. She grabbed my arm in reflex, but recovered quickly and snatched her hand away. A few moments later two more loud bangs ripped through the neighbourhood. We watched as a cop darted from behind his car, sprinted across the road and through the front gates of Steven’s place. 

         A flurry of shots banged out, followed by an explosion. 

         ‘Look,’ she gasped. 

         Smoke bloomed from one of the top-floor windows, billowing white in the high-powered beams of the spotlights. And then silence. We stood transfixed, May’s hand viced around my arm. 

         A few moments later two cops appeared at the front gate, dragging a limp body face down between them. Stephen’s head hung so that his forelocks brushed the ground. There was a big hole where the back of his skull should have been. As they dragged him his legs painted a dark stain on the pavement. 

         ‘Jesus,’ was all I could say. 

         ‘I. Hate. You.’ She said it like that, slowly. Emphasising each word. Her eyes flicked back and forth between mine, left and right, as if comparing the imperfections and flaws of each. ‘That should be you.’ Then she turned and walked out of the house, past the armed soldier standing by the door and straight onto the bus, leaving her bag on the front porch for me to carry. 

         I stood there, fixed to the floor, unable to move. I guess I’d known for a long time, even if I had never wanted to admit it. This truth revealed in sidelong glances, the slow closing of her eyes when I’d say something particularly inconsonant. And yet May’s words opened me up, pulled me apart. I closed my eyes, felt the future closing in around me, the inevitability of it. I switched off the lights and walked to the front door and closed it behind me. 

         My hands were shaking. Stephen’s limp body was loaded into the back of a police van. I stepped back to look at the home we’d bought the year we were married, worked and saved hard to pay off, the master bedroom dormer I put in eight or nine years ago, the studio I built for May, the shiplap siding I repainted while watching Steven’s wall go up. I slung my pack, picked up her bag and walked to the kerbside, loaded our bags under the bus in the designated slot, handed the house keys to the bailiff, initialled the form on the clipboard, and boarded the bus without looking back. 

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          Across Miles and Decades
        
      

         

         
      The morning sun streams through the windows, warming my face. I look out along the now familiar line of the headland and past the old lighthouse to the easternmost reaches of this protected sound that welcomed us so long ago, gave us sanctuary. 
    

         
      And yet, so much has been lost. More than I could ever have imagined. That it actually happened, not in some theoretical alternate universe, but here, in the only reality we will ever know, and that I of all people was witness to it, still shocks me profoundly. 
    

         
      I re-read what I have written so far, a few dozen longhand pages. Events captured, moved from the quantum dreamworld of memory to the physical reality of ink and paper. Names and faces and places that I have locked away for far too long, exhumed and honoured in the only way that is left to me. 
    

         
      I look out to sea, past the horizon, across miles and decades. 
    

         A touch on my shoulder. Are you alright, chéri? 

         
      I look up at her, the pages trembling in my hands. 
    

         
      She touches my face, wipes a tear from my cheek. 
    

         
      It is difficult, I say. 
    

         
      It will get worse. 
    

         
      Yes. 
    

         
      And then it will get easier. 
    

         
      Yes. And then much more difficult again. 
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         The bus moved through the suburban streets, stopping regularly to take on more people. They carried duffel bags and suitcases and were very quiet as they got on. Some cried. Most did not. 

         This is the shudder, I thought, the precursor of chaos. 

         Soon the bus was full, and we were making our way along the parkway through town, the mostly empty skyscrapers of the central business district on our left. We crossed the Kensington Bridge and turned west. May hadn’t said a word since getting on the bus. She just sat staring out of the window. By the time we arrived at the bus terminal the sky was lightening to that colour of nausea that even now I find impossible to describe. The colour of the sky gone to hell. 

         There was a big crowd waiting outside the station. Held back by uniformed police, they clogged both sides of the street, swarmed around the busway. As we approached, I could make out the first placards, see the odium in the faces, all so young, like children, all of that fresh battlefield beauty of youth, their white teeth and full, springtime lips screaming hate. 

         I flinched as the first projectiles rattled onto the side of the bus. At first, I thought it was hail pelting the windows. But these were stones, twigs, clumps of earth, bottles. An apple disintegrated against the window near my head, the juice running down the glass carrying pieces of yellow pulp, and I remember thinking how strange to be wasting food when everyone was so hungry. As we got closer to the terminal building some of the protesters broke from the crowd, jumped the barriers, ran towards us. A young man dressed in a green army jacket hurled himself at the side of the bus, a baseball bat raised in his left hand. His eyes were deep brown, the whites heavily bloodshot. It was as if he was looking right at me. His hair was long and wavy, the colour of rapeseed, like Lachie’s, and I thought of how much he looked like my own son, except for the crudely stitched scar that gaped from the hinge of one jaw to the other, as if the boy’s mouth had been torn open and then sewn closed again. His right sleeve was pinned back to his jacket, empty. 

         The crown of the bat hit the window with a loud crunch, crazing the glass into a soup-bowl blister. Someone screamed. The man sitting next to the point of impact flinched, knocking the woman sitting next to him into the aisle. Cubes of glass pelted my face, sprayed the back of May’s head. One of the protesters had plastered a sign up against the wire that covered the windows. Big red letters, crudely drawn, spelled out: PAY FOR YOUR SINS. Omission and commission both. 

         As the bus reached the station entrance and left the crowd behind, May turned to face me. She said nothing, just sat and stared at me, pushing all the disdain she felt for me out through her eyes. 

         The bus pulled into one of the diagonal bays and stopped with a hiss. The front door opened. A uniformed man got on. He stood at the front of the bus and raised a bullhorn to his mouth. ‘Get off’, he said. ‘Collect your bags. Get in line.’ 

         ‘Don’t you see what’s happening?’ May said, getting to her feet. She grabbed my elbow, squeezed hard. 

         ‘Exactly what they told us would happen,’ I said. 

         May stared at me as if I had just escaped from an asylum. 

         ‘Keep moving,’ said the man with the bullhorn. ‘No talking. Collect your bags. Get in line.’ 

         ‘We heard you the first time,’ said May, not loud enough that he could hear her. 

         We stepped down from the bus. I got our bags. We stood in line. We did as we were told. The line snaked its way around to the far end of the bus terminal, where big Greyhound coaches were taking on people. We shuffled along with everyone else, a few steps at a time. 

         ‘This is what the Nazis did with the Jews,’ said May. 

         ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I said. ‘This is Canada, or what used to be Canada.’ I was going to have to monitor her medication carefully. ‘You voted for it.’ 

         ‘Everyone voted for it. Except you.’ 

         ‘Do you think this would have happened if we’d stayed independent?’ 

         ‘And you’ve never forgiven me for it,’ she said before looking away. 

         We shuffled along in the queue. All the people were old. Many could barely carry their own bags. Some had canes, a few shuffled along on walkers. There were hundreds of them, thousands maybe, implanted with who knew how many hearing aids and pacemakers and artificial joints, loaded down with skin creams and hair dyes, beta-blockers and renin inhibitors, thousands of daily doses of lisinopril and Zocor and Prilosec and azithromycin, all of it to be ingested and pissed out into waterways and sewage systems from Texas to Arkansas. 

         I don’t remember how long we were there. It could have been an hour, could have been six. But I do recall the sounds: the coughs, the laboured wheezes, the hushed breeze of a thousand frightened whispers. And I remember that sense of distance that has struck me so many times before and since, a feeling that life was somehow unfurling at the wrong scale, light years instead of arm spans. 

         By the time we were finally herded aboard an old Greyhound bus and our luggage loaded, a least two dozen of our number had fallen from the queue and were being treated in a temporary medical station at the far end of the station. The bus left the city and headed South on Highway 2. By morning our remaining neighbours would wake and everything would look as it had the day before, but we, the eighty-niners, would be gone. All of us. No exceptions. 
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         Just before noon we crossed the old border, the customs buildings empty and boarded up, the flagpoles bare. It had been portrayed as a marriage, ten more states for the Union. The papers had reported an eighty-five percent acceptance. With the world going crazy, we had sought shelter under the still-formidable American umbrella. And yes, she was right. I still hadn’t forgiven her. I realised that her vote had been cast, in a way, for the same reason that she hadn’t left me. As the world got more dangerous, as technology’s hold on our lives diminished and things we had once considered ‘everyday’ got more expensive and harder to come by – things like access to the mobile telephone network, food, the internet, medicines – independence became a steadily more frightening proposition. I had a good job. And when she was balanced, she felt safe with me. That’s what I told myself anyway. 

         We moved steadily south on the deserted highway. There were very few cars on the road these days, with gasoline rationed and so expensive. I thought she might lay her head on my shoulder, as she had done in the first years of our marriage, driving through the night across the dark prairie, but she leaned up against the glass of the window instead. The sky was darkening. I guessed we must be somewhere in Montana now, maybe Colorado, miles and miles of dry scrub, this whole area depopulated now according to the news, the forests burned away, the soil dried up and barren, and all the wild animals gone, another example of what May called God’s punishment. 

         It had been years since we had driven down to Utah this way, the year before Lachie was born, before we were married, before everything started to go wrong. I was still at university, finishing up my teaching degree. May was at art school. It was summer, and we had camped beside lakes and in mountain forests in my little two-man dome tent, watched the stars come out through the pines, made love in the early morning when the air was prismed with dew. We were going to make a life for ourselves. I was going to change the world one young mind at a time, May was going to paint like Camille Pissarro. It was still hard to believe that we could have changed so much in twenty-five years, that the world had changed so much. But it had. All of it, and so much more still to come. I could feel the icy fog of sadness spreading inside me, and I breathed hard and fought it back in the dark although no one could see me. 

         The change of speed woke me from a fitful sleep. May’s head was now on my shoulder. It was just gone seven pm. We had been on the road for over ten hours without a stop. The bus stank of sweat and bad breath. Thankfully, we were near the front, away from the increasingly disgusting rear toilet. 

         The bus pulled into a floodlit roadside compound and rolled to a stop in front of a row of fast-food outlets. We filed off the bus into the parking lot and were ushered by the guards towards the restaurants. The brightly lit plastic boxes looked like cheap children’s toys, the joyful primary colours cloistering sullen uniformed staff old enough to be my parents. May slumped into one of the moulded plastic chairs, and I went to the counter and stood in line, and when it was my turn ordered the least horrible thing on the menu. The lady behind the counter had thinning grey hair and bad teeth. She frowned and handed me two red cardboard boxes and two bottles of water. 

         ‘Thanks,’ I said. 

         ‘From Canada?’ she said. 

         I nodded. ‘We all are. This whole busload.’ 

         ‘I figured.’ 

         ‘How far are we from the border?’ 

         She leaned towards me, lowered her voice. ‘If you’re thinking of running, don’t. A couple tried last week. They didn’t get a hundred yards.’ The woman leaned back again, crossed her arms across her chest. ‘Voucher,’ she said. 

         I fumbled through my pockets, found the little books of tickets we’d been given at the station. 

         ‘Top one from each.’ 

         I tore them off, placed them on the counter. She handed me the food. ‘Thanks,’ I said. 

         ‘Canadians,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Always so damned polite.’ 

         I didn’t respond, turned away and started back to the seating area. 

         ‘Took your time,’ someone said. 

         I put May’s box on the table in front of her. Without looking up she opened the box and took a bite out of the sandwich. She chewed it a moment before spitting it out in disgust. 

         ‘I think I’m going to be ill.’ She stood. ‘I am going to look for the restrooms.’ 

         She was gone a long time. I ate my fried vegetable sandwich in silence. When she returned her face was pale, and I could see that she had been crying. 

         I reached for her hand. ‘Are you alright, May?’ 

         She looked up at me through red swollen eyes but did not reply. 

         I left her there and followed the signs to the back of the restaurant. A dimly lit hallway led past the kitchen and its suffocating smells of frying oil and animal fat to the men’s room. A strong odour of commercial-strength detergent barely masked the stench of urine and faeces. I opened the far cubicle door and stood staring down at the toilet bowl. The porcelain was adorned by a brown ring of slime that extended from water level almost to the lip. The seat was sprinkled with piss, as if someone had squatted above the seat to avoid sitting on it. The other cubicle was worse, the bowl filled with a thick brown sludge. 

         On the wall just above the empty toilet roll holder, someone had written in ballpoint pen: ‘Welcome to a hell of your own making. Don’t forget to flush.’

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          What Matters
        
      

         

         
      We reach the top of what we still call Chicken-Head Rock and gaze out across the water. Pearl-strings of puffy white cumulus shunt in from the sea, shadow us for a moment, and then are gone. I take a swig from my water bottle, offer it to my wife. She takes a long drink, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, flashes me a smile. I nod, smile back. 
    

         
      There is a spring behind our house that flows all year round. We found it on our first day here, tucked into a break in the slope near the base of these very cliffs, set among a grove of weeping tea trees and fragrant windblown peppermint. I can see it clearly from where I stand, a telltale shock of green cradled among a henge of pillared granite boulders. After months skirting the continent’s seemingly endless coastline, surviving on the meagre trickle from our portable solar desalination unit, the occasional windfall of a passing raincloud harvested with desperately deployed tarpaulins and buckets, and the foul, brackish water we sometimes managed to scoop from mossy depressions within walking distance of a safe anchorage, the delicious purity of what trickled from these fissures was nothing less than a miracle. It was one of the reasons we decided to stay. 
    

         
      I stow my water bottle, hoist my pack. It was Kweku who named this place, that day we first sailed into the cove. He was sitting in his favourite place, astride the bowsprit, his harness tied into the deck cleat, his little legs dangling over the side so he could feel the sea spray on his toes. I had just finished bagging the jib when he looked back at me and pointed at the strange pillar of time-worn granite that towered over the bay. Look, Daddy, he said, it’s a chicken head. And so it was, beak, comb and all. 
    

         
      We keep going. I must have walked this path a couple of hundred times, wearing a narrow but visible thread up through the bottlebrush gullies and between the big, weathered Cambrian boulders to the summit. Every twist and turn, every tree and shrub, each rock-strewn mesa is familiar and yet changing. The living grows and dies and is born anew, the inanimate weathers and reaggregates in turn. Wood becomes soil, shingle sand. Sea creatures die and are reborn as birds, winging their way across vast oceans. Plutons erode and reaccrete and after millions of years are driven skyward to birth jagged new Anapurnas and snow-capped Kilimanjaros. Metamorphosis is everywhere, measuring the forward impulse of time, unwavering, constant, and yet, within us, completely malleable. 
    

         
      I have thought about this for a long time. Ten thousand miles’ worth, more. It finally crystallised for me – three or four years ago I think it was, before the girls anyway, when Lewis was swept from the skiff during a storm. We thought we’d lost him, Kweku and I. It was out there past The Hope, where the Southern Ocean swell collides with the windblown waves that bend around the point. A good ten minutes passed before we found him again, bleeding from a strike to the head but still smiling as we hauled him aboard. It was the longest six hundred seconds of my life. 
    

         
      That evening, safely home, I stood on the balcony and looked out at the sea, thought of the journey that had brought us here, of everything before and since. And I realised then that this is what I believe in: this cycle, this reality. The rock beneath my feet, the water that flows through it, the sea and all its creatures, the sky above me now, the mingling fragrances of pollen and seed and blossom, the turning of the heavens. The love of my wife and sons, and my responsibility to them and to all of it. It is the simplest of conclusions. Worship what matters, what is indispensable, what is beyond yourself. And know that this, in the end, is enough. 
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         They put us back on the bus and we kept going, driving south through the night. Mountains appeared, dark silhouettes against the starless sky. By my best estimation, average speed and time travelled, I figured we were now somewhere in southern Colorado.

         Our fellow passengers veered between exhaustion and terror. They huddled in their seats, whispering to themselves and each other. I was grateful that my father had died before he had to face this.

         The first spike of a sulphur moon appeared over the mountains, bathing May’s face in a wan light. She looked as pale as she did when I found her under the bridge. She hadn’t said a word to me since the rest stop.

         It was a straight run. Three days. We stopped twice a day, in the morning and evening, slept in our seats as the darkened country flew by. Days were hardest, looking out at drought-riven plains and smoking charcoal forests, all the shuttered and abandoned towns. When we slowed and turned onto a dirt road, my best estimate put us somewhere in Texas.

         After a few miles we arrived at what I can only describe as a refugee camp. It appeared slowly out of the heat haze, as if from a nightmare. Rows of green canvas tents as far as you could see, a cluster of plywood and corrugated steel shacks centred on a massive central building that looked like a warehouse or a discount outlet, all of it surrounded by a double line of twelve-foot barbed-wire fence stretching across the dry ground like a hastily sutured scar.

         Silence smothered us as we were waved through the entrance. The bus stopped in front of the large building. The doors opened. We stood in turn, gathered our things, and advanced to the front of the bus. I stepped to the tarmac. A wall of heat hit me, snatched the air from my lungs. I stood breathless, squinting in the sun. A uniformed man with a bullhorn was telling us to get in line. I spun around, searching for May. She should have been right behind me.

         ‘Hey look,’ someone shouted. ‘They’re taking our stuff.’

         Our luggage was being unloaded from the bus and piled onto a trolley. I couldn’t see May anywhere. Other buses were arriving now, buses full of people like us, old people, the displaced, the responsible. Fear etched in their faces. Arthritis like sand in their joints. Regret piled heavy on brittle bones.

         Get in line. No talking.

         I scanned the line, up and back as it formed. May wasn’t there. Panic rose inside me, clutched at my throat, that same feeling I’d had by the river that day, searching for her in the rain. I broke from the line, turned back towards the bus.

         ‘Hey, you,’ shouted the voice. ‘Get back in line.’

         I was about to climb aboard when she appeared.

         ‘I dropped something,’ she said as she walked past me and joined the line.

         We were marched into the warehouse building, corrugated steel walls enclosing acres of concrete. If anything, it was hotter inside than it had been under the sun. Hundreds-long queues snaked between ropework barriers. The murmur of voices rose and blended and echoed back down from the steel roof, drowning out every individual sound. After a few minutes I was drenched in sweat.

         The queue inched forward, the woman in front of us alternately pushing her walker ahead and kicking a battered little bag along the concrete. Her hair was thin, fell in grey wisps from a flaking pink scalp. I asked her if she wanted help, but she just shook her head and muttered something I couldn’t make out and nudged her bag ahead a few more inches with her foot. After about thirty minutes, the queue stalled altogether.

         ‘What’s the holdup?’ someone shouted from further back.

         ‘Yeah,’ came another voice. ‘Get a move on up there.’

         I looked back in the direction of the voices.

         ‘Get a move on.’ The same voice again.

         The old woman with the battered bag twisted in her walker and glared back in the direction of the voices. ‘What’s the rush?’ she shouted back, her voice as thin and dry as the skin stretched across her face.

         ‘So impatient, these people,’ she said, fixing me with a watery stare.

         After a while the queue started forward again. Two big policemen channelled us towards a desk occupied by a young nurse in a white facemask. She was partially hidden behind two big computer screens and a carousel device of the kind you see in medical laboratories. It took us another hour to reach her.

         ‘Name and National Identification Number?’ she asked.

         I told her.

         She tapped the keyboard, waited a moment, then withdrew a syringe from the carousel.

         ‘Roll up your sleeve,’ she said.

         I did as I was asked. I didn’t ask what was to be injected into my body, or why. I should have, of course, but I didn’t. I just let it happen. The nurse pushed the large-diameter needle into the fleshy part of my hand between thumb and forefinger, depressed the syringe.

         ‘Next,’ she said.

         I moved on to the next desk. A young woman in uniform tapped on a keyboard. A printer hummed. She handed me a ticket. ‘Your accommodation,’ she said. ‘Bay twelve, Group A29.’

         I turned and waited for May.

         She had not rolled up her sleeve. She was standing before the nurse, shoulders back, jaw set hard. ‘What is this?’

         ‘Microchip,’ said the nurse.

         ‘What for?’

         ‘It has all of your information on it. So we can make sure you are looked after.’

         ‘Track us, you mean.’ She crossed her arms. ‘Nobody said anything about microchipping. This cannot be legal.’

         One of the big cops took a step towards her.

         ‘Please, May,’ I called back across the desks. ‘Not now.’

         The cop hesitated. May looked at me and back at the cop. ‘This is bullshit,’ she said, offering her arm.

         The nurse administered the injection. When she was finished, she glanced up at May then lowered her eyes. ‘I’m sorry about this,’ she said.

         ‘Sure you are,’ said May.

         
            *

         

         It was there, standing in the queue at bay twelve, waiting for transport to our new home, that I met Derek Argent for the first time.

         I’d heard about of him, of course. A mega-wealthy industrialist, he had become a bit of a celebrity during the Repudiation as a high-level advisor to multiple governments, famous for his extravagant tastes and entrepreneurial cunning. He’d even financed his own space-tourism company, been the third civilian to make multiple orbits of Earth in his own ship. There had been some high-profile philanthropy too, I remembered, large donations to children’s charities and art foundations. But reputation seldom describes reality. I had no way of preparing for what Derek Argent would eventually reveal to me, and how it would change my life.

         He was sitting on a bench next to a big black cop, not far from the bay twelve gate. As we got closer, I could see him staring at May. I stared back, but he didn’t look away, only smirked at me and then made a point of exaggerating his inspection of my wife, head to foot. I looked down at the chain that linked his wrist to the cop’s, up at the second cop standing behind him. May was looking too. Argent shrugged and gave her a big grin.

         A woman emerged from the crowd and handed Argent a paper cup patterned with a familiar brand. ‘Here’s your coffee, if you can call it that,’ she said.

         She handed one to the cop, who thanked her in a surprised tone.

         ‘Why are you giving him one, for Christ’s sake?’ Argent said.

         ‘Don’t get shirty, Derek,’ the woman replied. She was dressed in tight black leather trousers and an expensive-looking jacket and black stiletto boots that made her look taller than she was. Her face was pale and gaunt in an over-trained way, and I thought she must have been beautiful once. I recognised her from the TV. Her name was Samantha Tyler-Argent, a top lawyer, famous for leading one of the failed supreme-court challenges to the Marshank-Watson bill.

         ‘Man’s just trying to do his job,’ I heard her say. ‘We wouldn’t be here in the first place if you had listened to me. I told you not to trust Stephenson.’

         ‘Fucking traitors, all of them.’

         ‘We could have been there by now, home free.’

         Argent jerked his left hand, jolting the cop’s arm. The policeman jumped up and looked down at the coffee dripping over the front of his uniform. With his free hand he started to brush the liquid to the floor.

         ‘Asshole,’ he muttered.

         Argent smiled. ‘You call this shit coffee?’ he said, dumping the contents of his cup on the floor, splashing the cop’s shoes.

         The woman stood looking at the puddle of coffee spreading on the concrete. ‘Fuck you, Derek,’ she said, turning and walking away.

         ‘Yeah, fuck you, Derek,’ said the cop.

         The public address system droned, the bored voice of a semi-literate young woman who seemed incapable of pronouncing any word in its entirety. ‘Once assigned accommodation, please proceed to your transport,’ I interpreted her to say. ‘Check the cards provided when you started your journey. Your personal effects will follow.’

         ‘That’s right, everyone,’ said Argent, loudly enough for everyone nearby to hear. ‘Follow the voice. Do any of you idiots really believe you are ever going to see your stuff again?’
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         ‘He’s right,’ May said to me. ‘They’ll take everything. Every last thing.’ 

         I ignored her, then made the mistake of turning towards Argent. 

         ‘Yeah, I mean you,’ he said, pointing at me with his free hand. He was staring right at me. His eyes were strong, very blue, like the sky used to be. ‘You have no idea what is going on here, do you? All of you idiots being shifted around like cattle,’ he glanced at the cop. ‘The herders as ignorant as the herd.’ 

         ‘Damn right,’ someone shouted back. 

         I turned towards the voice. An older guy was staring past me, looking at Argent. His hair was pulled back into a ponytail, his long grey beard stained with nicotine. An army-surplus jacket hung from his bony frame. The patch over his breast pocket read Esposito. 

         ‘They’re digging mass graves right now,’ shouted Esposito. ‘Just outside.’ 

         May looked at me, fear in her eyes. 

         ‘Don’t listen to him,’ I said. 

         ‘What about you?’ shouted Argent, still staring right at me. ‘Do you have an opinion?’ 

         I looked away, said nothing. What could I say? Most people had no idea what was happening, or why. Some days I even doubted my own understanding. Truth of any kind seemed a distant memory. I relied now only on first principles – physics, mathematics – anything to keep from being sucked into the quagmire of disinformation, conspiracy theories and bullshit. After the second pandemic, there had been such hope all around the world. Hope that perhaps, finally, people would see the perils of ignoring science, the compounding dangers of inequality and global biodiversity loss, of delaying action on the really big challenges, the folly of putting the economy ahead of people, as if somehow we existed to serve the economy, rather than the other way around. If the pandemics had shown us anything, it was that we could make massive changes quickly, deploy huge resources to tackle a problem. In a crisis, everyone is a socialist. It all seemed so clear. 

         But every group saw it differently, saw in the rolling calamities a different message. And so, instead of a new dawn, entrenched leaders and despots alike doubled down hard on the old ways, used the newly introduced public-health restrictions to control people in ways they never had before. Most went along with it, too tired and poor and frightened to resist, even if they had wanted to. Getting the economy going again became the all-encompassing goal. Environmental laws were wound back everywhere; huge sums were pumped into industry; resources of all kinds were opened up to rapid exploitation. And anyone who tried to stand in the way was bulldozed aside. The Repudiation had lasted almost a decade: ten years of outright lies, a literal war on science, reason, and fact – plenty of time to cement the disaster. 

         Then the kids had taken over, inheriting a ruined economy and a war on multiple fronts. I thought of my son. I prayed that he was alive and well, and as happy as he could be. It helped me to know that he was part of it, this new government of youth – ‘the kids’ I called them. That last time I’d spoken to him he told me that they were trying their best, that they’d made massive investments in green energy and sustainable agriculture, things so many of us had spent decades advocating. I hoped they would get the chance to keep at it, to make it work. I really did. 

         And as for all of us here, well, everyone needed a scapegoat. 

         When May and I boarded, Argent and his wife were already in the van, seated in the front row just behind the driver. Argent was rubbing his wrist where the handcuff had been. ‘Rot in hell, pig,’ he shouted out at the cop. 

         The bailiff checked names off on a clipboard. May and me, then another couple – a broad-shouldered African man and his seemingly much younger partner – and a single guy – older, grey hair, trimmed grey beard, slim. 

         The bailiff closed the door and faced us. ‘Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to your new home. We’ll be arriving at your accommodation in about thirty minutes. So please just sit tight and—’ 

         ‘How about telling us where the fuck we are?’ Argent said, loud enough so everyone could hear. 

         The bailiff blanched, hesitated. He was young, like all of them now. An angry pimple festered somewhere just beneath the skin at the edge of his lower lip. 

         ‘You are in Texas,’ he said. 

         ‘Where in Texas?’ said the big African. 

         ‘Not far from Fort Worth,’ said the bailiff. ‘So, like I said, just sit tight.’ 

         The van crawled through a series of wire and concrete chicanes, emerged from the depot. After half an hour of featureless desert, we reached the outskirts of a town, rolled through a checkpoint, this time with patches of green grass and flags flying and a sign saying Welcome to Brownwood. 

         Soon, we were trundling over cracked and potholed pavement through a once-prosperous district. There were no other vehicles on the road. We stopped at an intersection. There was no other traffic. Four traffic lights swung from the quadrangle cabling, extinguished. We kept going, turned onto a long boulevard, the trees all chainsawed down to stumps, the empty sidewalks baking in the sun. We passed a boarded-up church, the cross on the roof standing white against the clear green sky, and then over the rusted steelwork of a last-century bridge. Below, a dried-out riverbed, a shopping cart half-buried in the cracked mud, its wire frame clogged with shreds of photodegraded plastic, and further on, the rusted hulk of an abandoned car, windowless now, useless. 

         As the van slowed in front of a row of low-slung apartment buildings, the bailiff stood and clutched the rail. ‘You are lucky,’ he said. ‘You will be sharing one of the bigger, nicer apartments. Each couple will get their own room.’ 

         The van rolled to a stop, and the driver shut down the engine. I felt May flinch beside me. 

         The bailiff reached into his bag and produced a stack of booklets and handed one to Argent. ‘Pass these back. One each. These are your ration coupons for the next month. This is only temporary until we fix you up with an electronic system. Food distribution is weekly from the Admin centre marked on the map.’ He tapped the back cover of one of the booklets. ‘The hospital is next to the Admin centre. Be aware that it’s short-staffed right now. The Green Zone is strictly no go – officials only. You need a special pass to enter, so don’t even try.’ Muttering from Argent. 

         The bailiff ignored it, kept going. ‘And be careful with water. The building has one main tank that will be filled twice a week, on Mondays and Thursdays. Other than that, all regular laws apply. Any questions?’ 

         ‘When the hell do we get out of here?’ Argent again. 

         ‘I’m sorry folks, I can only answer questions about the relocation.’ 

         ‘When will our stuff arrive?’ Murmurs of agreement from the back of the bus. 

         The Bailiff shook his head. ‘Should be along real soon.’ 

         ‘An apartment, you say. Shared. Not exactly what I call comparative accommodation,’ said Argent, louder now. 

         ‘Where is my house?’ said May. ‘I was promised a house.’ 

         Other voices from behind us, chanting in agreement. 

         The Bailiff raised his hands, palms out. ‘Look everyone, I’m sorry. I’m just here to get you into the apartment. We’ll let you know soon what the next step is. This is only temporary.’ 

         Argent was standing now, staring right at the bailiff. ‘You don’t know shit, do you? Fucking typical. This is the biggest government fuck-up I’ve ever seen. If they had their heads any farther up their asses they’d turn into doughnuts.’ 

         May sniggered. 

         ‘Alright folks,’ said the bailiff, visibly rattled. ‘Here we are. You’re in apartment four, ground floor. Thanks, and have a good day.’ 

         It was a five-storey corner building with a dark-brown brick exterior and 1950s-style mouldings and windows. Above the double glass doors a name was embossed in brick: The Hamptons. 

         Argent whispered something to his wife and pushed her towards the door. She jumped to the pavement and hurried to the building’s front entrance. He grabbed his bag and followed her. The rest of us straggled behind, blinking in the mid-afternoon sunshine. I tried to take May’s hand, reassure her, but she pushed me away, stood staring at the building. 

         Argent stood outside the main entrance facing the rest of us. As the van rolled away, he opened his arms wide and smiled at us. ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Sorry if we got off to a bad start. I’m Derek. Might as well get to know each other if we’re going to be living together for a while.’ 

         He thrust out his hand to me. ‘Sorry about all that back there,’ he said. 

         I nodded, shook. ‘Call me Teacher. This is my wife, May.’ 

         His grip was strong. He looked to be about my age, perhaps a few years older, with thick grey hair combed up in a flamboyant pompadour, a square, clean-shaven face that exuded well-kept vitality, and those strangely luminescent glacier-blue eyes. 

         He greeted us each in turn, as if he were our host. We all took his lead, stood there on the pavement outside the building and introduced ourselves. Everyone was polite and shook hands. Kwesi and Francoise were the other couple. She was very pretty and had a French accent. He was built like a rugby player and sounded like he was from somewhere in Africa. The single guy was called Lance – Lan – from Seattle, quiet and polite. It was as if we were at a dinner party.

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          This Little Time-Bound Corner We Call Home
        
      

         

         
      I sit at my writing desk and look out across the dark water. Cold starlight reflects across the bay. The first measures of day appear. Mornings are becoming progressively cooler now as the season turns. Fairweather Orion has disappeared for another winter, along with Rigel, my old companion. Aldebaran, the follower, has returned to the northern horizon, faithfully tracking the Seven Sisters across the skies. It’s not that far away, as stars go. Sixty-five light years. I was alive when the light I am seeing now started its journey. Not so Electra, whose present beauty is centuries old. 
    

         
      I can hear my wife working in the kitchen. It is Lewis’s birthday today, and she is baking him a cake. She rose early, as she always does, and got the fire going. Baking a cake in a wood-fired stove is not, I am told, a simple thing. Nor are the ingredients easy to come by. Later, I will grill up a beautiful dhufish the boys caught on their last trip out, throw in some garlic and thyme, some wild capers. We will top it off with fresh cornbread and green beans from the garden. 
    

         
      The kids will be coming over sometime after midday. It is important to mark these occasions, to punctuate the flow of time. To give thanks. To recognise our place in the universe and our responsibility to care for this little time-bound corner of it we call home.
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         The French woman’s name was Francoise Abachwa. She had long fair hair and wide-set hazel-green eyes that seemed to smile even when the rest of her face did not. She looked young, far too young to have been relocated with the rest of us. Her husband’s name was Kwesi Abachwa. May and I followed them down the hall and into the apartment. They walked hand in hand. 

         The main living room had two threadbare sofas and a big bank of south-facing windows and doors that opened onto a walled back garden with a patch of burnt grass and a few small trees. The kitchen let off from the living room and looked out onto the garden. Three bedrooms fronted the street, accessed from a hallway that ran the length of the apartment. Argent’s wife was standing in the doorway of the first bedroom, and she smiled at us as we entered. May walked past her without so much as a glance and disappeared down the hallway. Francoise and Kwesi said hello, dropped their cases and went out into the back garden. I watched them walking around the garden together, inspecting the trees. It was late afternoon, and the winter sun cast long shadows across the dead grass. Francoise bent over and picked up some of the earth and rubbed it between her fingers. After a moment she stood and took her husband’s hands in hers. They spoke awhile. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I watched him kiss her and take her in his arms. The man who had introduced himself as Lance put his case on the fold-out bed at the far end of the living room and surveyed his new accommodation with a bewildered look on his face. 

         When May returned, I knew something was wrong. She stood facing me, hands on hips. She pointed at Samantha, Argent’s wife. Argent had joined her, and they stood together just outside the doorway of the first bedroom. 

         ‘They did it on purpose,’ May said, loud enough so that everyone could hear. ‘He distracted us so she could get in here first and claim the best room.’ 

         Samantha arched her cherry-red lips into a wide grin. ‘Don’t get your knickers steamed up, honey,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to think ahead.’ 

         ‘It’s not fair,’ said May, staring at me. ‘Why don’t you stand up to them? You let everyone walk all over us. You always have.’ The words raked over her vocal cords. ‘They took our home, for God’s sake, and you just signed it over to them without a fight. Why can’t we have the master suite? Why does that bitch get her own bathroom, while we have to share with…’ she looked over at Francoise and Kwesi, who had just come back in from the garden ‘…with them.’ She slumped forward, seemingly resigned, and then suddenly straightened and landed a full handed slap across my face. 

         Argent laughed. 

         ‘Coward,’ May hissed. Then she turned and ran. 

         I put my hand to my cheek, stood silent. I looked down for a moment, and then back up at Francoise and Kwesi. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘She doesn’t mean it. About sharing the bathroom, I mean.’ 

         Francoise smiled at me. I could tell she pitied me, that she was wondering how relationships could deteriorate so. They must have loved each other once, she was thinking. I knew she could tell that we had been married a long time, the way we seemed so familiar in our conflict, so settled in our dissatisfaction. Bathrooms were going to be least of our worries. 

         I faced Argent. ‘She’s right you know. The fair thing would be to flip for the rooms. If we’re all going to be living here together, we had better start working together. We are going to have to have rules, a fair way of sharing what we have.’ 

         Argent laughed, his gaze carving out the space between us. ‘You go right ahead, mister. I approve. The two of you can flip for the other rooms. I am staying where I am. It ain’t the Kempinski, but it’ll do for now, until I get out of this shit hole.’ He turned and disappeared into the master bedroom, leaving his wife facing the rest of us. 

         Kwesi sat on the tattered sofa. ‘Teacher is correct. We must work together, all of us.’ 

         Samantha regarded us all for a while. ‘I think you’ll find that my husband has absolutely no interest in working for anyone but himself. I advise you not to waste your time. Now if you will excuse me, I have business to attend to.’ She walked to the front door and left the apartment. 

         Despite Argent’s prediction, our bags arrived a couple of hours later, dumped in a pile on the front verge. We collected them from the sidewalk, carried them to our rooms. It was clear that they had been inspected, turned through. A clasp knife and the solar charger were missing from my pack, but otherwise everything else seemed to have survived the trip. I spent the rest of the afternoon exploring the apartment and meeting some of our neighbours in the building. Everyone’s story was similar. We were all dealing with it differently. 

         By six o’clock the sky was darkening, and the worst of the heat was dissipating. May had reappeared and sat sulking on the couch. Argent was still in his room, and Samantha had not returned. Francoise and Kwesi were in the kitchen, preparing dinner. They’d found a big pot, were cooking for everyone. I offered a few potatoes and a chicken cube from my supplies. Soon the room filled with the wonderful smell of hot food. We found bowls and spoons in the cupboards, some old tin mugs, enough for seven but no more, the minimum of everything according to the rules. I set the kitchen table and filled an earthenware jug with water from the tap and placed it in the middle. Francoise cut seven slices of heavy dark-seed bread that she said she had baked in her own oven just last week and balanced one on the edge of each bowl. 

         ‘There are no fresh greens for a salad,’ she said. ‘But that will change soon. We will make a garden in the back. We will eat well.’ And then: ‘Dinner’s ready, May, Lance. Please, come and join us.’ 

         May looked up. Her eyes were swollen, the whites laced with angry red veins. ‘I shouldn’t be here you know.’ 

         Francoise glanced at me. ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ she said. 

         ‘I only missed the cut-off by three days.’ 

         Francoise frowned, walked to the master bedroom and knocked on the door. Argent answered. I could see that it was a big room, with curtained bay windows looking out onto the street and a big double bed. 

         Argent looked Francoise up and down, lingering on her bust, and grinned with big white teeth. ‘I’m Derek,’ he said, sticking out his hand. ‘Derek Argent.’ 

         ‘Yes, I know,’ Francoise said. ‘You introduced yourself outside, remember?’ 

         ‘Blocking our way so your wife could snatch the best room,’ said May. 

         Argent glanced past Francoise. ‘And that’s your husband?’ 

         Francoise looked back at us over her shoulder. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Kwesi. Born on Tuesday.’ 

         ‘Where is he from, originally? If you don’t mind me asking.’ 

         ‘He’s from Ghana. We met while I was working there, in the war,’ she said. ‘We were wondering if you would like to join us for dinner. We have made a stew.’ 

         ‘Actually, I was just about to eat,’ Argent said, smiling again, showing off ten years of an average salary, too perfect and much too white. ‘I have some pâté, a couple of cheeses, tinned peaches for dessert.’ He was staring at her now, examining her face. I saw him reach up and touch her jaw. She recoiled as he did it, but she did not back away. Kwesi stood. 

         ‘You’re way too young to be here, aren’t you?’ said Argent. ‘Either that or you have one helluva plastic surgeon. Would you like to join me for dinner, beautiful?’ 

         ‘Please don’t,’ she said in a clear voice. ‘I am married.’ 

         ‘Leave her alone,’ said Kwesi, pushing back his chair. 

         Argent laughed. ‘I know you’re married, baby.’ 

         Francoise spun around and walked back to the table. Her face was flushed. 

         ‘Anytime,’ Argent called after her. ‘Open invitation.’ 

         We ate in silence. 
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         When I woke, it was cold and dark. I could hear May breathing from the far side of the room, where she had pushed the other single bed. This was part of the treatment, a familiar pattern of enforced silence, eternal sulks and that ‘you ruined my life’ attitude designed to inflict maximum punishment. I’d known for some time that this behaviour was driven by her condition and that it wasn’t really her, and I tried my best to accept it. Knowing how amazing she could be, and had been, only it made it harder. 

         I pulled on track pants, a thermal running vest, my old Gel Kayanos and a black wool skull cap, and slipped out of the room. Francoise was sitting at the kitchen table, working under the glow of a small portable lamp. Her hair was tied up in a thick braid. Before her was a row of small cardboard pots filled with earth. She looked up and smiled. 

         ‘Oh, bonjour,’ she said. ‘It is a bit chilly, no?’ 

         ‘Solar?’ I asked. 

         ‘Oh, the lamp. Yes. Kwesi and I have been using it for years, very good technology from Germany. I understand such things were banned here.’ 

         All I could do was frown. ‘During the Repudiation, yes. Are you planting?’ 

         ‘Some of my favourites from our farm: aubergine, Roma tomatoes, Lebanese cucumbers, rocket, oregano.’ 

         ‘If we’re here that long.’ I went to the sink and filled my water bottle from the tap. 

         ‘Do you think we will be moved?’ 

         ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’ 

         ‘You are going out?’ 

         ‘For a run.’ I would go long this morning, twenty K. Even with all the strife and the changes and the lack of food, running was one of the few things I was still not prepared to give up. It kept me sane, made every other part of my life more manageable. 

         She looked up from her seed pots. There was a smudge of soil on her chin. ‘There is a curfew, no?’ 

         ‘This early, I’m guessing not,’ I said. ‘We’ll see.’ 

         She frowned, a little twitch of her lip. 

         Yellow pools of streetlight stretched away down the road in both directions for as far as I could see. It still seemed strange to see a city street so completely devoid of cars, so deserted. If only I could have brought my bicycle. I took a compass bearing along the road, looked at my watch, the fluorescent dial showing 0512, synced the chronometer to the footpod and started walking east towards the mountains. No GPS since they re-tasked the civilian satellites. 

         By the look of the place, we were in some town-become-suburb, swallowed by urban sprawl sometime in the last century, spat out again the next. Why we’d been dumped here, and how long they intended to keep us here, I could only guess. Questions queued up in my head like tech-tragics waiting to buy the latest phone in happier times. What did they expect us to do, now that they’d shipped us halfway across the continent? Start businesses? Find jobs? There were no kids here, that was certain, no schools. From what I’d seen of the place so far, there was little in the way of economic activity of any kind. The fact that we’d been issued ration books suggested that the government was planning to feed us, for now at least. And then what? I determined that I was going to get answers. Like I always did, I was going to figure it out – collect the data, do the analysis, test the hypotheses and deduce the truth. That’s what a scientist did, a man of logic in a world gone crazy. 

         After five minutes I was warm. I started a slow run past boarded-up shops, the familiar names of enterprises now defunct, the sources of their goods closed off, their customers no longer able to afford the continuous cycle of cheap, ever-changing disposable fashion, the permanent upgrade cycle of consumer electronics, even, sadly, the books and magazines and confections of my adolescence. I passed a string of bars with neon signs, the sidewalk littered with broken bottles and plastic cups, the occasionally syringe. A faint whiff of smoke came on the breeze, the smell vaguely industrial, burning plastic. 

         As I ran, I thought of Kazinsky and Smith, that day they came to the house. They had been determined, and I sympathetic. In their place, I would have done the same thing. Now I wondered where they were, if they were alright, and if I would ever hear from them again. 

         I upped the pace, aiming for an even five-minute K. Shops and apartment buildings gave way to run-down single-family dwellings, apparently empty, the lawns scorched, the trees bare and forlorn. Perhaps we would soon be given one of these houses. With a little work I could make it comfortable, I thought, maybe even build May a little studio again. The thought gave me a little boost of adrenaline, upped my pace. A police cruiser flashed through a cross-street intersection ahead, the blue-and-red strobe light lingering on my retina. I looked at my watch. Seven K and a bit, feeling stronger now. The streets slipped by, one after the other, a dark gridwork of lost opportunities, the concrete spooling out in front of me, section after section, like some hard-paved destiny. 

         Soon I was in an old industrial area, warehouses and fenced yards, wooden power poles strung with sagging wires, gravel shoulders now, my feet crunching out a steady rhythm. Ahead, the grey pre-dawn sky glowed orange. The odour of burning refuse intensified. A kilometre later, a fine ash began to fall, covering my hat and jacket and filming my face. 

         A garbage truck rumbled past towards the lights, and a few minutes later another. I followed the red tail-lights as they contracted towards the glow. After a while I could make out the first fingertips of orange flame flickering behind the black hulk of a factory building. Fire-lit smoke billowed into the starless sky. I pulled my bandana up over my mouth and kept running, drawn by the glow. 

         An underpass loomed up ahead, a rail line above. Beneath the tracks, the reek of piss and shit and fear, a pair of ragged boots sticking out from beneath a sheet of cardboard wedged under the big concrete beams. I kept going towards the fire. Soon I was running through a blizzard of ash, spinning scraps of charred paper, partially melted plastic bags, glowing embers of wood and rubber, half-burnt shreds of Styrofoam. I stopped, gazed at the steadily accumulating layer of burn around me. Another truck passed, heading towards the glow. 

         I looked at my watch. I’d gone ten and a half kilometres. I decided to go another half K, and then turn back. I reached a junction, took the turn to the right, away from the glow and into the wind, towards a series of older factory buildings, their brick chimneys glowing in the orange firelight. Soon I’d left the worst of the smoke and ash behind. I dusted myself off, kept going. The road was narrower here, the chain-link factory gates pushed into gravel shoulders, the overhanging crown of razor wire freshly hung, and here a hole in the base of the fence where the wire had been pulled back, as if someone had tried to dig their way out. 

         Eleven kilometres, even, flashed up on my watch, and I slowed to a walk, looking for a place to stretch. Ahead was a recess in the fence, the entranceway to an old brick warehouse. An empty wooden cable spool lay on end next to the gate. I stopped and leaned against its curved edge, stretching my calves. Beyond the fence, I could see a big black SUV parked in front of the building’s main cargo bay, its distinctive Chevrolet emblem glinting in the new flaring dawn. It was starting to get warm. I pulled off my cap and put it in the pocket of my vest, rolled up my sleeves. 

         I was about to start back when I heard it. A high-pitched wail, a scream perhaps. I quietened my breathing, listened. After a while, I reassessed. No, it must have been something else. A dog’s bark, maybe. It had sounded like a bark. No, more like a yelp. I faced the warehouse. It had come from there. I stood and watched the sky lighten behind the building, heard the cawing of a solitary crow and the rumbling of machinery in the distance, back from where the fire was. 

         And then I heard it again, louder this time, more distinct. A man’s voice, raised. Please, I heard. Please. It was coming from inside the warehouse. The gate to the compound was closed, but the lock chain hung loose. I pushed the gate open and walked towards the building. I had just reached the vehicle when the voice resumed, pleading again, and then another voice, lower, steady, answering. I skirted a pile of packing crates, cleared the cargo-bay entrance, and reached the front wall and a window of smashed panes. I pushed myself up against the wall, waited a moment, then peered inside. 

         Two soldiers – they looked like soldiers, or paramilitaries of some sort, in dark uniforms of a pattern I hadn’t seen before – were directing a pair of ragged-looking men towards the back of the warehouse. One of the soldiers was tall, broad-shouldered, powerful-looking. The other was squat, thick-legged, walked with a slight waddle. The men’s hands were tied behind their backs, wrist over wrist. One had long grey hair that hung in wisps over stooped shoulders. The other had a ponytail, was dressed in an old army-surplus jacket. He stumbled to the floor. 

         ‘Get up,’ barked one of the soldiers, the tall one, jabbing a handgun into the man’s back. 

         ‘Please,’ cried the man. It was the voice I’d heard from outside. ‘I didn’t know,’ he said. ‘I swear. Please.’ 

         The soldier pulled the man to his feet and pushed him forward. ‘Fucking coward,’ he spat. 

         The man stumbled, turned his head briefly. The profile was familiar. It was Esposito, from the queue at the transfer camp, the one who’d chimed in with Argent. They were almost to the far wall now, a place where the concrete floor fell away into what looked like a vehicle-servicing well. Sweat ran cold from my temples. I put my hand over my mouth to prevent the condensation from my breath forming on the shard of glass that still hung in the window frame. 

         The soldiers stopped and pushed the men to their knees, facing the pit. The tall one reached into his pocket and produced a packet of cigarettes and lit two at once and handed one to his partner. His partner took the cigarette, turning briefly into profile. I gasped. It hit me hard, seeing that face. At the time I wasn’t sure why exactly, and I had the vague thought that it shouldn’t have shocked me but that it did. Things had changed a lot. I watched her raise the cigarette to her mouth, fill her lungs, then exhale blue smoke down onto the back of her prisoner’s balding head. I noticed there was a red, heart-shaped patch on her shoulder. The heart was bisected by a jagged break. 

         ‘You fuckers deserve a lot worse,’ she said. ‘You will never be forgiven.’ Then she raised her handgun to the back of the man’s head, just below the base of the skull, and fired. Esposito toppled into the pit with a splash, the empty brass casing clinking on the floor. 

         Then her companion took a draw on his smoke and fired and kicked the other body into the pit. 

         I sank to the ground with my back against the wall. I was breathing so fast and loud I was sure that the soldiers, or whatever they were, would hear me. Run, was all I could think. Run as fast as you can. I tried to stand, but I slumped back to the ground as a wave of nausea turned my stomach inside out. I could hear footfall echoing inside the building. They were on their way back to the vehicle. If I ran now, they would see me. I had to stay put, here behind the crates. I was trapped, hemmed in. There was no way they could know I was here. I would wait until they were gone. I curled up, tried to make myself small. I could hear the low murmur of voices getting closer, then the sound of the cargo-bay door rolling closed, the click of a lock. Now car doors opening and closing. My head was spinning. I thought I was going to pass out. I heard the engine start, the wheels rolling along the wrecked concrete. 

         Then the car stopped, and I heard the woman say: ‘Hey, didn’t you close the gate behind you?’ 

         Jesus, had I left it open? My mind raced. I had. Shit. I trembled in my hiding place, listening to the sound of the idling engine. 

         Then the grate of rusty hinges and the clang of steel tubing. A dozen loping heartbeats later I heard the car door close, and then the sound of the vehicle moving away across the gravel and onto the road. 

         I sat there for a long time, huddled against the brick wall behind those crates, my arms wrapped around my shins, my eyes closed and my face buried in my knees. What had I just witnessed? To what end, this execution of two old codgers? What had been their crime? The words echoed in my head: You will never be forgiven. 

         I looked up at the ruined sky. To the east, a billowing column of smoke rose high into the troposphere. I got to my feet, peered out over the crates to the loading yard. There was no one. I ran to the gate. It was locked. There was no way over. Then I remembered the hole in the base of the fence. I crouched and ran along the fence until I found it, near a rack of rusting pipes. I knelt, but the opening was too small. I started digging with my hands, scanning the road both ways. I scrabbled like a dog, tearing at the packed sand with my fingernails, pushing the loosenings back with my forearms, scratching away as fast as I could. 

         I recoiled in pain and looked down at my hand. The nail of my left index finger hung from the cuticle, ripped clean off. Blood welled up in the pores of the newly-exposed flesh. Dirt filled some of the fleshy holes. I shuddered and tried to choke back a wave of nausea, my lifelong trypophobia returning with a scream. I pushed the nail back in place and squeezed the digit hard in my other hand, trying to push away the offending image. I needed something to dig with. I scanned the ground behind me. An engine rumbled in the distance. They could be back any moment. I spun around and looked down the road. A pair of headlights loomed in the direction of the garbage facility, coming towards me. 

         I flattened myself to the ground and snaked back from the fence until I was hidden behind the pipe rack. Through the base of the wooden pallet, I watched as an old Humvee sped past and disappeared down the road. I closed my eyes and tried to steady my breathing. When I looked out again, I saw that one of the pallet’s rough-cut two-by-fours had split. I cracked it open wider with my foot and pulled off a long dagger-shaped piece about the length of my forearm, the wood splitting with the grain. 

         In a few minutes I had opened the hole enough to snake under the fence. I stood, chucked the dagger back into the hole, straightened my vest, pulled my cap down close to my eyes and started running as fast as I could back to the centre of town. 

      

   


   
      
         
            PART II 
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          The Destruction of Order
        
      

         

         
      I can see it now, and it still makes me shiver. A vision that has haunted my nights ever since. That young woman – for she was young, very young; the same age as my daughters-in-law are now, I would guess – ending that man’s life with such calm zeal. 
    

         
      I stare down at the pages, a month’s toil. Work as difficult as I have ever done. And now, for the first time, I know that I will finish. It is as if the lock has been broken and the doorway forced open. And now, every morning when I wake, the events are there, ready to be captured. It is my own exercise in quantum mechanics. Through the act of writing, I have somehow fixed on the page what had increasingly become blurred and indeterminate. 
    

         
      And for those few hours, time seems to stand still. No, that’s not right. The time I spend writing seems to pass without register. I begin before dawn, take up my pen, look out across the sound, let it all come back, and then begin. And when I look up again a moment later, the sun is at its apogee. And yet, back there in the story, whole days have passed, or sometimes only minutes. 
    

         
      It took me a long time to understand that time is not what we grow up believing it is. Physics has long since proved that there is no such thing as time, in the sense I understood it as a child, that slow, even, inexorable flow that converts future into present and then, almost instantaneously, into past. Time itself, as a quantity, does not exist. What we perceive as time is, rather, merely a sequencing of events, big and small, microscopic and planetary. We watch the sun rise, climb in the sky as our beloved Earth spins on its axis in the darkness of space, and then set again. A day has passed. Stars burn away their mass and then collapse into themselves. Time is nothing more than the destruction of order, the flying apart of the universe, of galaxies, suns, planets, people. 
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         I’d known May a long time, since we were kids. I’d seen her grow and change, and develop as a person and as an artist, and then was with her as her illness came on and deepened and changed her. We used to talk, at the beginning. I mean really talk, about things that mattered. But as the years passed, the real talking slowly died away. I would tell myself that the disease and the effects of her medication hadn’t changed her that much. I told myself that if only I could understand, I might be able to reconnect. I tried to imagine being her, seeing the world through her eyes. I spent hours and days watching her, following her, trying to imagine what she was thinking, what she was going through. I wanted to understand her so I could support her, help her get well. That’s what I told myself. 

         When I arrived back at the apartment, May was still in bed. As I opened the door, she glanced up at me and then covered her head with her pillow. I stood there a moment in the doorway, steam already rising from my running gear, sweat running from my temples. I closed the door and walked to my bed and sat down with my forearms on my knees and stared at the floor. The smell of smoke tiptoed across the room with me. Ash covered my clothes. Bits of charred paper stuck to my bare forearms. My finger was bleeding, the nail levered open. 

         May continued to feign sleep. She was not going to speak to me. I did not move, just sat there watching blood drip from the end of my finger, time meted out with every droplet’s pulsing accumulation, annihilated as each impact with the steadily growing pool on the floor locked away another moment, louder and louder until the sound of it was like a hammering in my brain, relentless and uncaring. 

         By the time she pulled back the covers, put on her slippers and threw on her housecoat my finger had stopped bleeding. She walked across the room and sat beside me. I did not react, just sat staring at the small pool of blood at my feet. She put her hand on my shoulder. It surprised me. 

         ‘You’ve hurt your finger,’ she said. 

         I let her take my hand. ‘I don’t know what to do, May. I…’ 

         ‘It’s okay.’ Her voice was warm, gentle. ‘This needs to be cleaned and bandaged.’ She got up, went to the other side of the room, rummaged in her bag a moment and returned with a water bottle and a hand towel. 

         ‘I’m a coward,’ I said. 

         She leaned over and kissed my cheek the way she used to do, the way she had done so many times before. ‘I know it’s hard. It’s hard for me too. I’m glad you can see that now.’ 

         ‘I just stood by and let it happen.’ 

         ‘I understand,’ she said, reaching for my hand, dabbing at my finger with the wet towel. ‘I forgive you.’ 

         I looked into her eyes. ‘I saw something.’ My voice sounded brittle, shaky. ‘This morning. On my run.’ 

         ‘There is no need to apologise. Together we can do this.’ 

         ‘Do what?’ 

         She squeezed my hand. ‘If only I’d prayed harder. If only everyone had prayed harder, God would not have done this to us. Everything was so good before. So normal. But it’s never too late to be redeemed. I’m glad you can see that now.’ She finished cleaning my finger, applied some antiseptic cream, pushed the nail back down over the wound and bandaged it. ‘There,’ she said, brushing a piece of charred paper from my cheek. ‘We can make things better. We will fight this, together.’ 

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘You don’t understand. Something has happened.’ 

         ‘What do you mean?’ 

         ‘Something terrible has happened.’ 

         She looked at me as if I had just declared apostasy after a lifetime of devotion. ‘No,’ she said, moving her head slowly from side to side. ‘No. That’s not what I meant.’ 

         ‘I don’t understand, May. I…’ 

         But I didn’t get a chance to finish. She pushed me away and stormed back across the room. ‘You are such an asshole,’ she screamed. ‘I should have known better than to believe that you were thinking of me. It has always been about you. You, you, you.’ 

         She grabbed her toiletry bag and marched to the door, flung it closed behind her. The sound echoed through the flat. 

         When I finally followed her out, Kwesi and Francoise were sitting at the kitchen table with packets of seeds, planting pots and what looked like a hand-drawn map spread before them. Lan was with them at the table, a grey hoodie pulled up over his head. Samantha was leaning up against the kitchen counter, made up for day, hair perfect, holding a steaming mug in her hands. Argent was sitting in one of the lounge chairs at the back of the room, fiddling with an unlit cigar. They all looked up at me. They had heard everything. 

         Kwesi and Francoise smiled a moment then turned back to their work. Lance was staring at my hand. My finger had started to bleed again. He nodded, pointed to the bathroom. I mouthed thanks, jammed my finger into my shirtfront. 

         From the bathroom, the sound of falling water. Wisps of steam escaping from under the door. And then, suddenly, a muffled scream. 

         I tried the door, but it was locked. ‘May,’ I called. ‘Are you okay?’ 

         Curses through the door. 

         ‘May, what’s the matter?’ 

         ‘Someone has used up all the hot water,’ she shouted. ‘That’s what’s wrong.’ A crash echoed from behind the door, then a deadened thud, followed by more muffled curses. 

         ‘May, please,’ I called through the door. 

         Sobs. ‘Just leave me alone.’ Another scream, more objects hitting the walls, the crash of glass. 

         ‘Jesus,’ I heard Samantha say. 

         I leaned back against the wall, sank down to my haunches, buried my head in my arms. How long I waited there I cannot recall. 

         When May finally emerged from the bathroom, she seemed to have regained some composure. Her hair was brushed, and she had put on some eye makeup. Everyone looked up at her. She ignored us, marched straight to our room, then back out a few seconds later clutching a plastic bag. Without saying a word, she walked to the kitchen, placed the bag on the countertop and pulled out a carton of UHT milk, wrote her name on it with an indelible black marker pen and put it in the fridge. Then she tagged each remaining item and put them in the fridge and turned and stared at Francoise. 

         ‘Next time,’ she said, her voice trembling, ‘I would appreciate if you would leave some hot water for the rest of us, if it’s not too much trouble.’ 

         Francoise glanced at Kwesi. ‘I didn’t shower this morning. Water is precious. We intend to use our share to grow extra food. We sponge bath in the evenings.’ 

         ‘Nice job on the bathroom,’ Argent smirked. ‘What is it they say about breaking a mirror?’ 

         Samantha shook her head. ‘You should get your fat derrière out of bed earlier, dear.’ A broad lipstick grin bisected her face. 

         May’s face crumpled. She stared at Samantha a moment and then grabbed her bag and ran from the room. The slam of the bedroom door rattled the kitchen windows. 

         When I found her, she was sitting on her bed, hands covering her face. I sat beside her. 

         ‘That bitch used up all the hot water,’ she spat through her tears. ‘She called me fat. We can’t live here. I won’t live here. I don’t care what you do. I am going to the authorities to ask to be moved. We should at least get our own house. That’s what they promised.’ 

         I said nothing. 

         ‘I’m talking to you,’ she said. ‘I’m leaving.’ 

         I grabbed her wrist. She tried to wriggle free, but I held her fast. She raised her other hand as if she was going to hit me. I braced, held her gaze. She lowered her hand. 

         ‘You can’t leave, May. None of us can.’ 

         ‘I don’t care what you say. I’m leaving.’ 

         ‘For God’s sake, May. Listen to me, please. Something happened this morning.’ 

         ‘I was stuck in the shower covered in soap with no hot water, that’s what happened.’ 

         ‘No, May. It was murder. Cold-blooded execution.’ 

         She looked at me as if I was crazy. ‘What did you say?’ 

         ‘I said, execution. Two.’ 

         ‘What on earth are you talking about? Don’t be melodramatic.’ She looked worried now, truly afraid. I knew she was down to her last few packets of medication and had already halved her daily dose to make it last longer. But she had to know. 

         ‘I saw it. Out by the edge of town, in an old factory building. I was hiding.’ 

         I could see the implications of this starting to run through her head, chaining up into consequences. She was quiet a moment and then she whispered: ‘Did they see you? Could they have followed you back here?’ 

         ‘I don’t think so. I don’t know. I just ran.’ I let go of her wrist and stood. ‘We need to be very careful, May. That’s all I can say. We need to keep quiet and do what we’re told.’ 

         ‘Just do what we’re told? Look where that has landed us.’ She paused for effect, made a point of looking around the room, at the bare radiator, the peeling wallpaper, the steel-framed beds that looked as if they had been salvaged from a prison. ‘As far as I’m concerned, what you saw is more reason for us to stand up for ourselves. I warned you this would happen.’ 

         I was about to answer when there was a knock at the door. I was going to tell her about what the soldiers had said before killing those men, about how terrified I’d been watching it happen, how guilty I’d felt not doing something, anything, to intervene somehow. But I didn’t get the chance. May walked over and opened the door. 

         It was Argent. He was wearing an expensive suede jacket and gleaming snakeskin boots. He smiled and put out a hand heavy with gold rings. 

         ‘We seem to have got off to a bad start,’ he said. ‘I wanted to apologise for my wife.’ 

         May shook his hand. I couldn’t see if she was smiling or not. 

         ‘Do you have a moment?’ said Argent. ‘I’d like to show you something I think you’ll enjoy.’ 

         ‘What is it?’ said May. 

         ‘A surprise. For you. Game?’ 

         May looked back over her shoulder at me a moment. Her expression was flat, perfectly neutral. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘Sounds fun.’ 

         When they left the apartment together, May was holding his hand. 

      

   


   
      
         
            a = dv/dt 

         

         Ever since I was young, I had an image of the man I wanted to be. For a time, I came to believe that this image was crafted carefully by my father, an expression of all the things he believed in, of the life he had wished for himself. A career civil servant, he had wanted to be a pilot but was kept out of the air force by a congenital heart defect. I knew how disappointed he was when, after giving up on my doctorate in engineering, I had announced that I would become a teacher. When he died, alone and sedated to unconsciousness after fifteen days on a ventilator, all I got was a text message from the hospital. I never even got to go to the funeral. 

         Later, after he was gone, I came to understand how different we were, he and I, and yet, how similar. And the farther away I got from him, the faster everything seemed to change. Acceleration. It was something I used to teach my year-eleven students. One of the simplest concepts in physics, but also one of the most powerful. A change in velocity: go faster, accelerate. Go slower, decelerate. Simple. And since velocity measures distance covered in a certain time in a certain direction, what’s called a first derivative (dx/dt), acceleration, which measures the change in velocity achieved over a certain time, becomes a second derivative (dx/dt 2), or a function of time squared. Keep the same speed but change direction, that’s acceleration, too. It’s a vector, Newton’s brilliant approximation of reality. 

         That was where we were, back then. Everything moving faster and faster, red-shifting to a place where thresholds are crossed and barriers shattered, to a time where predictability becomes mayhem and chaos rules. And the biggest problem was, once you were in, there was no way back. 
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         When the notice arrived, I was in the back with Kwesi and Francoise, working on the garden. The afternoon sun slanted across the buildings of the neighbourhood, and the garden wall made a long wedge of shade across the dead grass. Kwesi and I were lifting a rough-cut two-by-eight plank and were about to lower it into place between a series of paired steel rebar uprights we’d hammered into the hard-packed ground. The raised bed was taking shape. Francoise wiped the sweat from her eyes with a dirty hand and held up the envelope. 

         It had taken me a while to get my head something close to straight after May had left with Argent. I stayed in our room most of the morning reorganising my gear, thinking about before, when we were good together, wondering where we’d gone wrong. The abandoned factory loomed in my memory, and the images of those men toppling into the pit wove themselves through my unwanted imaginings of what May was doing with Argent. It was mid-morning when I finally got myself together enough to leave the room. Kwesi and Francoise were in the kitchen, still planning their garden. Francoise made me a cup of tea. She asked me if I was alright. I said I was and thanked her, but I could tell she knew I was lying. She’d seen May leave with Argent, but I didn’t say anything about it, and she didn’t mention it. Kwesi showed me their plans for the garden, and I shared the sketch map of the area I had started in my notebook, mostly from observations I’d made during my run. I had mapped out a few key buildings, landmarks, park areas, an old scrap yard. Kwesi quizzed me about the scrap yard. They needed materials for the garden. The yard wasn’t far away, and I told him it hadn’t looked as if it was guarded, so we decided to check it out together. Kwesi and I spent most of the rest of the day scouring the yard for materials. We were careful to stay out of sight as much as we could, but the town seemed deserted, and we only saw one police car rumbling past in the distance, and the cops didn’t seem to care that we were there. We carried the stuff back on our shoulders, the bigger things together. It was hot work, and by the time we were finished we were both covered in sweat. I didn’t share what I’d seen earlier that morning. 

         Over the course of the day, the garden had steadily filled with a collection of lumber, wire, sheet metal and rusted sections of pipe, and now Francoise’s plans were starting to take shape: raised vegetable beds, trellises along the walls next to the kitchen windows, a series of compost bins next to the far wall. Francoise had watered and pruned the lemon tree, cleared out a nice depression around its trunk and collected leaf litter to mulch the root area. She was confident it would start to flourish. 

         We looked up at her now, wiping dirt from our hands. 

         Kwesi said: ‘Only two things come in brown-paper envelopes like that.’ 

         ‘It’s addressed to all of us,’ said Francoise. ‘The occupants of apartment four. We should wait until the others get back before opening it.’ 

         Kwesi and I agreed. 

         Francoise put the envelope in her apron, wiped her hands and went into the kitchen. ‘Anyone for a glass of water?’ she called out from the kitchen window. 

         ‘Thanks, yes,’ Kwesi said. ‘Both of us.’ 

         A few moments later Francoise appeared in the doorway, a water jug hanging loose from one hand. ‘There’s no water,’ she said. 

         ‘Maybe there’s a blockage in the tank,’ said Kwesi. ‘Let’s take a look.’ He looked at me. ‘Coming?’ 

         Kwesi and I started up the stairs. Francoise followed us. When we reached the roof, a dozen or so residents were milling around a pair of big tanks, tapping on the steel, listening to the hollow reverberating echo. Two tanks, two thousand gallons each, someone said. Everyone stood around looking at each other. 

         ‘How many of us are there in the building?’ asked one of the residents, a small woman with wiry grey hair and leather skin. 

         Each room had sent a representative. We tallied it up. Forty-four. Four thousand gallons for three and half days for forty-four people. 

         ‘Almost exactly thirty gallons a day each,’ I said. ‘One hundred and fourteen litres. It should be plenty.’ 

         ‘How could it have disappeared in less than a day?’ someone said. 

         ‘I’ve seen you working in the garden,’ said the woman, staring at Francoise. ‘You used a lot of water.’ 

         I could see Francoise flinch, see her cheeks and lips flush. 

         ‘That explains it,’ said someone else. 

         Francoise tried to answer but she was drowned out. 

         ‘Wait a moment,’ said Kwesi. He had a big voice. Everyone quietened down. ‘What matters is what we do from now. The important thing is that we come to an agreement, all of us. Everyone gets the same share. Each of us can use it as we like.’ 

         A few murmurs of agreement. Some dissention, too: how can we be sure that some people won’t cheat, use more than their share? What about those of us who don’t need thirty gallons a day? The discussion continued for some time. Finally, a consensus was reached: there should be enough to go around. Everyone agreed that each apartment would limit its use. We would have to rely on the honour system. 

         ‘It’s a long time since I heard that one,’ someone quipped. 

         When we returned to the apartment, I could see Francoise was crying. ‘They are right. I used a lot of water today. I must have filled my water jug more than a dozen times. I didn’t think.’ 

         ‘The garden is for all of us,’ I said. 

         She tried a smile, failed. ‘I feel horrible.’ 

         ‘We are going to be without water for at least a day and half,’ Kwesi said. ‘We are going to have to make provisions.’ 

         ‘There is still a ten-litre watering jug outside that I filled earlier,’ she said. ‘We can share.’ 

         Kwesi smiled and kissed her. ‘Teacher is right. It’s for all of us.’ 

         Francoise nodded. ‘Thanks for helping today, Teacher.’ 

         I wasn’t listening. I was thinking of May. ‘Sorry?’ 

         ‘Thanks for today.’ 

         ‘We have to work together, don’t we?’ 

         ‘I hope everyone understands this,’ said Kwesi. 

         By the time dinner was ready, Samantha had returned, and we drew four kitchen chairs around the table, sitting each with a bowl of vegetable stew. We ate. No one spoke. After I finished, I wiped the bowl clean with a corner of bread. 

         Samantha pushed away her bowl and leaned back in her chair. ‘Not bad,’ she said, ‘given the conditions.’ 

         Kwesi looked at Samantha. ‘I think it’s delicious,’ he said. ‘Under any conditions.’ 

         Francoise smiled at him. 

         Samantha leaned forward. ‘From what I’ve seen today, darlings, conditions are very bad.’ She had everyone’s attention now, and she knew it. ‘I’ve been down at what they call “Administration” today, trying to get some answers. It seems we have no communications. There is no phone service – no surprise there – and there isn’t going to be any, as far as I can tell. The network is cut off, too.’ She looked around at everyone as if to make sure we had heard and understood. 

         ‘They told us we would be able to communicate freely,’ said Kwesi. 

         ‘And you can,’ Samantha said with half a smile. ‘You can send and receive as many letters as you like – the old-fashioned way. They are blaming the war, the need for security, the strain on resources.’ 

         There was silence as everyone considered this. 

         ‘Has anyone seen Lan?’ asked Francoise after a time. 

         ‘He left early,’ said Samantha. ‘Something about trying to locate a friend.’ 

         ‘Seems a nice man,’ said Francoise. 

         ‘Quiet,’ said Kwesi. 

         ‘Lonely,’ said Francoise. 

         We were interrupted by the sound of a woman’s laughter in the hall outside. The door opened and Argent stood teetering against the doorframe, a half-empty bottle of whisky hanging from one hand, the other wrapped around my wife’s, May’s, waist. May was carrying a small steel case in her free hand. 

         ‘You all look as if you’ve just lost your homes,’ said Argent. His face split into a wide implant-filled grin. 

         May’s morning makeup was gone, and her face was flushed. She looked plainer, older. 

         My head was reeling. I knew what I was seeing but I didn’t want to believe it. I pushed back my chair, tried to stand, but my legs felt like they were going to give way. I braced myself against the edge of the table. ‘May, what are you doing?’ I spluttered. 

         Argent raised his hands. ‘Just a few drinks, that’s all. Nothing to worry about. Is there, doll?’ May squealed as he slapped her behind. 

         I took a few steps towards Argent. I am not a violent man. I’ve always shunned confrontation, but I could feel the anger rising inside me, viscous, alien. ‘Leave her alone,’ I heard myself say. 

         ‘Here, take her,’ said Argent, grabbing the case and pushing May towards me so that she lost her balance and stumbled forward. I managed to catch her before she hit the ground. 

         ‘I was just being friendly, making up for my wife’s rudeness,’ Argent said. 

         By now Samantha was on her feet too. ‘You asshole, Derek,’ she hissed. ‘Look at where we are. Look at what’s going on. We need to be fighting this, and here you are wasting your time chasing dairy cattle. Besides, isn’t she a bit old for you?’ 

         Samantha glanced at Francoise, an almost imperceptible dart of the eyes, and then looked over at May. ‘Sorry, dear.’ 

         Argent pushed past us, slammed the case down on the Formica counter and glared at his wife. The case was made from polished steel and was about the size and shape of a briefcase. Next to the handle was what looked like a small window and a keypad. 

         Samantha stood for a moment gazing at the case. ‘Is that what I think it is?’ 

         Argent nodded. ‘Sure is.’ 

         She skipped over to where he stood and threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the mouth. But he pushed her away and walked to the stove and helped himself to a bowl of stew. I guided May to the living room. She was unsteady and smelled of booze. She closed her eyes and slumped down onto the sofa. 

         Just then the front door opened. It was Lan. He stood in the entrance, staring at us, breathing heavily. A bright red scrape bloomed across one cheek, and his hair was matted with blood. His white shirt was stained and torn in a couple of places. A poster of some sort hung from one hand. 

         ‘Lan,’ said Francoise, starting towards him. She helped him to the table, sat him down, inspected the gash on his head. 

         ‘What happened?’ says Kwesi. 

         Lan put the poster on the table. It was crudely made, quickly sketched and run off on an old photocopier. But the image was clear enough. Two men, naked. One bent over, the other thrusting himself in from behind. Above them, in bold red letters: An Abomination in the Eyes of God, and below: His Wrath Is Coming. Repent, or None Will Be Spared. 

         ‘This happened,’ said Lan. 

         I had already seen a few of these posters around the area, stapled to telephone poles, pasted up on walls. 

         ‘My friend and I were taking them down when we were attacked.’ 

         Francoise ran to her room and returned with a medical kit. She stood over Lan, cleaning his wound. ‘It’s not too bad,’ she said. ‘But I will need to put in a couple of stitches.’ 

         Lan nodded, closed his eyes. His hands were shaking. 

         ‘Leviticus,’ said May, slurring the word. 

         Everyone turned to look at her. 

         ‘Word for word,’ she said. 

         ‘She’s right,’ said Argent. ‘It’s all in the Bible. Everything that’s happening. Look around, you idiots. It’s God’s wrath.’ He looked at Lan a moment, then turned his head and spat on the floor. 

         ‘That’s ridiculous,’ I said. 

         ‘What’s ridiculous?’ said Argent, squaring up, puffing out his chest. 

         I said nothing. 

         ‘Teacher is right,’ said Kwesi. He towered over the smaller, older man. ‘To think that all of this is some form of divine retribution. It makes no sense.’ 

         Argent wheeled around to face Kwesi. ‘And you’re his spokesman now, are you, after a few hours of pissing around in the dirt together?’ 

         Francoise touched Kwesi on the forearm the way I’d seen her do before. ‘Please, Kwes. Don’t provoke him.’ 

         ‘That’s good advice,’ said Argent, pushing his face closer to Kwesi’s. ‘Do as your mistress commands.’ His face was flushed, probably from the booze, his pupils heavily dilated. 

         Kwesi bristled, a ripple running across his back and neck. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ 

         Before Argent could respond, Francoise pulled the notice from her apron and held it up for everyone to see. ‘We received a letter today, for all of us. Does anyone want to know what’s so important that they sent a marshal to deliver it?’ 

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          A Note Held
        
      

         

         
      I watch the sharp front of the squall move across the water. It makes a line on the surface of the sound that extends from The Hope as far as I can see towards the hills of what was once a national park. In front of the line the water is dark and flat. Behind, the surface comes up silver and rippled. I watch as it approaches, a long way off still but moving fast, a note held, out there on the sea. I imagine I can slow its progress, make this moment last just a little bit longer. But the future arrives soon enough, and the squall hits the shore, and I feel the raindrops hard and cold on my face, hear the wind in the trees, and then turn and watch it climb the hill and pass over the ridge. 
    

         
      The past lives, affixed here in my memory, in those of my wife and sons. Resonating too in the synapses of countless millions of others who have also lived to record their own versions of this story. And it is those memories, able to be recalled and reconstructed and so made real again, that are allowing us, each in our own scattered, semi-isolated way, to begin the long task of rebuilding. 
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         Francoise put the letter on the table. Everyone calmed down. Argent backed away with a smirk. Kwesi sat. Francoise set to stitching Lan’s wound. I picked up the envelope, opened it. It was a work roster. I read out the assignments. 

         May and Francoise were assigned to something called energy systems. Argent and Samantha were to work in Administration, whatever that was. Kwesi and I were to report to the sanitation services depot for garbage duty. Lan was assigned to the hospital. Work was to commence tomorrow morning at seven am. We were expected to put in six nine-hour days each week. We would be paid monthly in something the letter called ‘commission credits’. If we didn’t work, we would forfeit our rations. 

         When I finished reading the letter, Argent took a long swig of whisky and slammed the bottle down on the table. ‘You didn’t really think this was gonna be a holiday, did you?’ he said, looking at us each in turn. ‘Slave labour, that’s what this is. This whole fucking thing has been planned all along. The entire bullshit story is nothing but a big hoax, designed to justify robbery and slavery. I worked my ass off my whole life, and these liberal youthie motherfuckers just think they can take it all away. I say fuck them all. We gotta stand up for ourselves. I for one have no goddam intention of working for these assholes for one hour a week, let alone fifty.’ 

         ‘You’re wrong, Argent,’ I said. ‘Look around you. Surely even you can see what’s happening.’ Suddenly, I felt exhausted, as if I hadn’t slept in days, weeks. 

         Argent laughed. ‘I agree. Just look around you. Do you really think that all of this has been caused by us? It’s plain stupidity.’ 

         May opened her eyes, giggled. ‘That’s what I’ve been telling him for years. He never listens to me.’ 

         ‘The science is—’ said Lan, but Argent cut him off. 

         ‘The bullshit, you mean.’ Argent took another drink. He was just getting started. ‘This isn’t about science, idiot, it’s about economics, about money. A whole generation of indolent, lazy assholes who want someone to blame. And they blame you.’ He looked around the room at each of us. ‘All of you. They’ve convinced themselves that they can do better, but only if they can have it all now. If you can’t make it yourself, then steal it.’ 

         ‘That’s not true,’ said Lan, persisting. ‘What about all the damage we’ve done, the debt we’ve accumulated? It’s the young people who are going to have to—’ 

         Again Argent didn’t let him finish, talked right over him. ‘Don’t give me that tired old bullshit. It’s just another excuse for robbery, nothing more.’ 

         Lan hung his head, offered no further resistance. 

         I was thinking about how many times I’d had this conversation. First, back when we were starting to make slow, grudging progress, and then secretly during the years of the Repudiation when fear dripped from every message. Fear of economic collapse, fear of change, of ochlocracy, of any way of living that offered something different. Growth was the only way. If we wanted to protect our precious way of life, we had to grow demand, grow supply, grow output and turnover and GDP. It didn’t matter how, or what the consequences were. And there was no alternative. 

         ‘We knew what was happening,’ I said, my voice riven with tremors. I sounded weak, frightened. ‘And we did nothing.’ I fought back the grief, kept going. ‘Despite all the warnings, we just couldn’t find the courage to change. The Repudiation was the final nail.’ I gathered the courage to look straight into Argent’s eyes. ‘The government, the government you owned, told us it was okay to keep doing what we were doing. That everything was fine. No one wanted to rock the boat. The economy had to grow, even if it cost us the planet.’ 

         I realised that Argent was smiling at me. He broke into a laugh, rubbed his knuckles in his eyes. ‘So sensitive,’ he said. ‘So sincere.’ 

         There were tears in my eyes. I wiped them away. ‘Some work for the common good doesn’t seem too much to ask.’ I sank into my chair. I’d said it. I wanted to run, hide. 

         May rolled her eyes. ‘Boring, self-righteous idiot,’ she slurred. ‘Thirty years I’ve had to put up with that.’ 

         ‘To think that we, humble human beings that we are, could actually affect the planet,’ said Samantha. ‘It’s the height of arrogance.’ 

         All I could manage was a hoarse gasp. ‘We are the cause – of all of it. And it’s irreversible.’ I could feel my resolve disappearing like sand from an eroding shore. 

         ‘God controls the world,’ said May. ‘Not us.’ 

         ‘Just look at the sky these days,’ said Kwesi. ‘God definitely did not do that.’ 

         I gave a nod to Kwesi, liking him more and more. 

         ‘And who did that?’ said Samantha. ‘Lejeune and his cabal. Hopeless.’ 

         Argent hefted the metal case in his hands as if it held the answers to all our questions. ‘What this is, my hysterical greenie friend, is a money grab, plain and simple.’ 

         Kwesi was standing now, clearly roused. ‘And what you and your friends did in Africa, what was that, if not a money grab?’ 

         Argent waved this away. ‘The Lejeune government is using natural phenomena to justify the biggest swindle in history.’ 

         ‘We were there,’ said Francoise. ‘In Africa. We saw what you did.’ 

         Argent wheeled to face Francoise. ‘Me? You saw me?’ Something in his voice had changed. His left eye started to twitch. 

         ‘We saw the results of what you did,’ said Francoise. ‘At first, I wasn’t sure. Now I am.’ 

         Argent seemed to brace himself, stood straighter. ‘That was an unfortunate accident. We were trying to help.’ 

         ‘Accident.’ Kwesi spat it out, glared at Argent. ‘From what I’ve heard, you made a fortune.’ 

         I stood. My legs were shaking. ‘We all saw you on TV. At every step, you tried to hide the truth by sowing doubt, spreading disinformation and lies. You spent millions to make scientific fact look like a debate. First, none of it was happening at all. Then when it was obvious even to the dullest moron that it was happening, you started blaming anything and anyone.’ 

         ‘Even God,’ said Kwesi. 

         ‘Even people who are different than you are,’ said Lan. 

         May looked at me as if I was a stranger. 

         ‘I agree with Teacher,’ said Francoise. ‘We have to work, do our part. It’s the only way things will improve.’ 

         ‘You naïve little thing,’ said Samantha, glaring at Francoise. ‘You just don’t have a clue do you? I suggest you stick to your mud pies, darling. And keep your tits out of my husband’s way.’ 

         Argent grinned at Samantha, then at Francoise. 

         ‘And I suggest that you show some restraint with your morning showers,’ Francoise answered, very composed, very cool. ‘We’re already out of water.’ 

         ‘I’m not surprised,’ Samantha shot back, ‘with your ridiculous little hobby farm out there.’ 

         ‘That was rude,’ said Kwesi. ‘The garden is for all of us. We all have to live together. Basic manners are a good start.’ 

         Samantha scoffed. 

         ‘Don’t be so dismissive, Mrs Argent,’ said, Lance. ‘We all have a right to our opinion, but we are not entitled to our own facts. I’ve read about your case, the so-called evidence you dredged up, the bribery and tampering, those bogus scientists you paid to testify. That you lost is the one sensible thing that’s happened in the last ten years.’ 

         Samantha glared at him. ‘Deviancy was once a crime,’ she said, courtroom. ‘And I assure you it will be again.’ 

         Lan stared at Samantha a moment, as if trying to decide how he would make sense of what he had just heard, then turned and walked away. The front door closed with a click behind him. 

         ‘From what I can see, nobody has any rights now,’ said Argent. ‘And the sooner we figure that out and start to organise ourselves against these bastards, the better.’ 

         May lay slumped on the sofa. It looked as if she had passed out. I leaned forward, put my forearms on my knees and stared at the floor. For a while, no one spoke, and the only sound was the wind outside and May’s occasional bursts of snoring. 

         Finally, I looked up at Argent and his wife. I had to say it. ‘You know, I dedicated my whole life to science, to helping people become scientifically literate, to understand the power of logic and reason. And you are living proof that I failed. I pity you, and I pity us all.’ 

         Argent stared at me like he wanted me dead. ‘You snivelling little zero,’ he shouted. ‘If you’re so fucking smart why is your wife getting her bone somewhere else?’ 

         May jerked her head up, awake now, a wild look in her eyes. She seemed unsure of where she was, of what she had just missed. Samantha took two steps towards Argent and slapped him hard across the face. The sharp crack echoed through the room. Then she turned and paced to the front door and walked out, slamming the door behind her. 

         ‘May,’ I stuttered, trying to process what I had just heard. 

         Argent raised his hand, index and forefinger extended, thumb up in the shape of a gun, and pointed it at my face. ‘Now back off, asshole, unless you want an eighth hole in that oh-so-scientifically-literate brain of yours.’ 

         I realised at that moment that I was not scared. It surprised me. What I felt, more than anything, was a sense of futility. For a moment we all stood there staring at each other, as if surprised at our sudden descent into the unlit depths of anarchy. May sat open-mouthed, eyes wide. No one spoke. Then Argent tucked the case under his arm, winked at May, and followed his wife out into the night. 

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          Time for Such a World
        
      

         

         
      I put another piece of wood on the fire and sit back down next to my wife. The flames jump and crackle as the dry-split jarrah takes, flaring copper green and ionised blue. The night is dark. There is no moon. Rain pelts the roof, channels along the wooden gutters and into our water tanks. Up the hill, the light from Lewis’s window shimmers through the rain, soft and yellow. We smile at each other, knowing that he and Mandy are dry and warm and safe. 
    

         
      We pull the blanket up over our legs and go back to our stolen books. 
    

         My wife is re-reading Jane Eyre – for the fourth time, I think. I am re-reading Macbeth, from a 1984 paperback edition of The Complete Works of William Shakespeare. It is an old volume now, dog-eared, the binding long since cracked and repaired with tape, the pages cured deep brown from hours and years of sun and salt, swollen from the time Kweku dropped it into the sea off New Caledonia when he was four, the margins crowded with notes in four hands, passages underlined, starred, adorned with exclamation marks, pencilled queries. 

         
      It is an old habit of mine, this writing in books, inherited from my father, passed on to my sons. Books are meant to be used, he always said. So, use them. Record your thoughts, how a particular passage makes you feel. Note something that strikes you, that you want to remember. That’s what margins and end sheets are for. Record where you were, what you were doing, who you were with. Books aren’t just stories written by others, they are a part of your story. 
    

         
      I run my fingertip over the faint graphite scrawl at the top of the flyleaf. Daniel Menzels, November 17, 1989. For the ten-thousandth time I wonder about him and his family, who they were and how they lived, about what became of them. What little we do know about them we know from their library – our library, now. We know that they loved each other and loved their children. We know that they cared about the world, that they loved life and looked to the future with hope. We know their birthdates, and where they were on Christmas Day of 2017 – Eleuthera Island in the Bahamas. And now their stories are forever entwined with ours. 
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         I hunched over the conveyor belt and watched the junked remains of our civilisation trundle past, semi-conductors and hard-drives and every kind of wasted opportunity. I was still trying to process what I’d seen on my run that morning, how to explain it. No, that’s not right. I was still trying to deny the meaning of what I’d seen.

         ‘A lot more people coming now,’ Kwesi said, picking an old PC motherboard from the belt and throwing it into the bin marked precious metals. 

         Every day the stream of garbage was different. Today it was mostly old computer equipment and electrical gear, as if someone had just demolished a server centre and sent it all here for processing. In the old world, the one we’d left behind, I recalled reading that every year we landfilled over two billion dollars’ worth of gold and platinum in the form of discarded computer and smart-phone components. I remember thinking then that someone should do something about it, start recovering some of that treasure. Surely there was money to be made for an enterprising individual. I allowed myself a rueful half-smile. Little had I known it would be me.

         ‘That must be why they’ve cut the water allowance in half.’

         ‘Must be.’ Kwesi wiped his brow with the sleeve of his coveralls. The coveralls we wore were orange, like the ones prisoners had, and were permanently covered in ash. ‘And the food.’
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