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I write optimistic future fiction in which we humans figure out how to live better. 

These four short stories, written between October 2024 and September 2025, all grapple with the relationship between individuals and society. 


	
Refactoring the World is the tale of a group of programmers who make a small code change to eliminate wealth, and poverty. 

	
First Reflect and Renew imagines a city which supports all residents to uncover and work towards their optimal life paths.

	
Make What You Love compares a 26th-century society, where people work for fulfilment rather than to feed themselves, to 21st-century capitalism. 

	
If You Know of Excess, You Must Tell is a story of a society with strong social censure against excess. What dilemmas would that pose for artists? 



The first and last stories are published for the first time in this volume, while the second and third stories were previously published on my website.

Two of the stories (2 and 3) take place in my 2500 world, in New Jozi, the hyper-dense cylindrical city that replaced Johannesburg on the South African Highveld. This city, which measures one kilometre in diameter and height, houses up to ten million people and has allowed the surrounding land to be re-wilded.

Three of the stories (2, 3 and 4) are genderless, meaning that I don’t disclose the gender of any characters. This is my preferred style of writing because I hope for a future in which gender is as irrelevant as hair colour for most of day-to-day life. These stories also lack families, which some may find more unsettling.

The first story is a bit more conventional. The main character is a boy with a father and a mother. I imagine this story taking place in the nearer future since eliminating wealth and poverty is a step on the path to more distant futures. 

All four stories invite you to think about new ways to structure human societies. They are not recommendations, but invitations to think about what you would like the future to be like.

Judy Backhouse

October 2025
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Refactoring the World
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It all started with a parade. You see, I had headed into town to queue for rations at the Family Bazaar. I hated queuing for rations. Back then, I was small for thirteen and bigger kids often pushed in front of me, but pa’s wheelchair couldn’t do the broken pavements, and ma had work, so it was only me.

I waited an hour to get to the front of the queue. It was ok that day because there was this big guy in front of me and no-one was going to push in front of him. Still, I was pretty worn out when I got to the front. Petrus was doing the handouts, so I didn’t need to show my ID. He knew me.

‘Still skipping school?’ he asked. 

‘No point in it. I teach myself.’

‘What are you learning?’

‘This morning? How to be patient.’

Petrus laughed and handed me a regulation small family pack. He added a bag of cheese and onion crisps, patted me on the shoulder and turned to the next person.

As I left the Family Bazaar, I heard a commotion further up the street. Shouting and music. A protest? I was too short to see how far away it was, but the noise was coming closer. First rule of protests: get up, out of the way of trampling feet. I headed down the street, away from the noise and towards the park. The park fence had sturdy stone pillars to sit on and a good railing that was easy to climb.

I saw Owen on the top of a pillar and called to him. He waved and reached down to take my package. I scaled the railing and joined him. From there, we had a good view up the street. I opened my crisps and he held up a half-full bottle of water. We were all set for the show.

The noise that was coming towards us was different that day. Not the deep-voiced chanting of the drivers protesting self-driving buses, or the more hysterical shrieks of those who want their pets to have the same rights as people. There was music, played on instruments. I could hear a saxophone, a flute, and more than one guitar. There was also a drummer, maybe two. They were pretty bad, all out of time, but very enthusiastic. The crowd seemed cheerful. Was it a celebration? 

As they came closer, we could see the musicians walking in front of an open-backed truck. In front of them, people were carrying a banner that said, ‘We are all equal.’ In the truck stood nine people, all dressed in casual office clothes. They were holding onto the sides of the truck, smiling, looking a little embarrassed and talking to each other. They ducked and laughed as people threw streamers at them.

It was like those parades when the football team has won a big match, only these people didn’t have uniforms and they didn’t pose and show off like footballers do. 

As the truck came up to us, we could see more banners tied to the side. They said ‘Share the Wealth’ and ‘Heroes of the Revolution’. Behind the truck, a large crowd followed, cheering and waving. Many of them carried keyboards—not the musical kind, but computer keyboards—which they brandished above their heads, or pretended to use, or to play, like guitars. 

‘Must be nerds,’ Owen said. 

Below us, an old man stopped one of the fans and asked who was in the truck.

‘Programmers,’ came the reply. ‘They just killed the billionaires.’

Owen and I looked at each other. Obviously not actually killed, or there would be police chasing them. What did she mean?
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