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Writing Futures to Live By 
 An Introduction


 

 

There’s a word I’ve been looking for that doesn’t seem to exist yet – the antonym for ‘solastalgia’ – a word that could counter the meaning of distress due to environmental change in one’s locale, but also an antidote to the sense of defeatism. 

To look for such a word isn’t a denial that these sentiments exist, but more that I believe in a genuine need to see past the challenges we are facing. Speculative fiction has had a long history of giving itself a serious task: to seed warnings through dystopian cautionary tales that show how things can go wrong. Evidently, none of that has worked – to the extent we could argue these tales have been used as blueprints by an elite few, pushing our world to spiral ever faster into a polycrisis.

Therefore, some of us have been wondering whether we need more stories of futures where we succeed at adapting to human-made climate change or find balance with Nature within which we live.  

Writing climate fiction surfaces the inevitable grief, a process that sometimes takes me whole days – sometimes weeks – before I can adequately articulate words into a story. I’ve learned to factor in time for breaking down in tears during the worldbuilding of a solarpunk story: what are we truly going to lose in the next twenty, thirty years? Land, lives, history and heritage, flora and fauna – what else? 

It’s easy to give in to despair. But it’s also equally tempting to take the shortcut through pollyannaism; a candy-floss veneer of green-frilled aesthetic – without questioning the systems that enable such places to exist, without the critical examination of our own belief systems and cultural biases, and the hold these have on our storytelling.

For myself, exploring solutions to the environmental challenges that form the backdrop of stories I aspire to write, I feel the need to peel back every aspect of our world, however mundane. Speculative fiction has the keys to examine how our existing economies, governance models, power dynamics and infrastructure work – or how they don’t – and therefore what ensuing consequences might look like when factors change. But without articulating the kind of a world we want to live in and how we might get there, we can only rage and raise protest placards in streets littered with advertising that continue to prey on our insatiable desires, reminding us where to spend our dwindling disposable income – if we had any left.

In particular, I strive to make conscious effort to look towards scientific areas of study – and there are plenty of reasons to hope. Take for instance, 2025 data by the World Happiness Report1 shows how humans are kinder than we think we are. Contrary to popular belief, according to Prof. Penny Spikins, there exists compelling evidence that the species we originated from were kind and compassionate2, all the way back to the Stone Age. In his book Humankind, Rutger Bregman offers more recent examples, along with several explanations of why our compassionate nature can be corrupted by those in power. But one of his most compelling deep dives is the story of Kitty Genovese, whose brutal murder gave rise to the bystander effect because the press perpetuated the story that thirty-eight witnesses did nothing to help her. We learn how that single instance of unchallenged journalistic spin on human indifference – because stories of humans mistreating each other sell well – went on to bias the social narrative for five decades.

But you might be pleased to know: the bystander effect has finally been resoundingly disproved3. Current statistics show that if you got into trouble, in 90% of the cases, someone would go out of their way to help you. It only took us fifty years to set the story straight, that we are not naturally horrible to each other – quite the opposite. The sad fact: our brains are attracted to threats and fears, and it’s precisely this weakness that’s exploited by unscrupulous politicians, some parts of the press, and – well, anyone else who benefits from mutual distrust. 

In a similar vein, the narratives we’ve been fed about climate change would lead us to believe we’ve already sped past the point of no return, and that no one cares. And yet, 2024 global study on attitudes towards supporting climate action showed that we systematically underestimate the willingness of our fellow citizens to act4. Much of the “it’s all too late” mindset can likely be attributed to the misunderstanding (and potential misnomer) of ‘climate tipping points’. In the context of climate change, a tipping point more closely resembles a shift to a different stable state rather than a cliff-edge5. Few of us are probably aware that there are also nearly as many positive tipping points as there are negative ones – or that the potential collapse of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet may take several hundred years or a millennia6. 

This means we have time to act – and adapt. Everything we do today to reduce our footprint on our Earth has an impact, every effort we make to strive for sustainability matters.

Real change will take collaborative effort, and this is why I try to shift away from a classic hero’s journey in my stories, and instead, focus the lens on communities working together. It is likely that we will see a multitude of technological solutions in concert rather than one silver bullet; through my own fiction, I am keen to understand how this delicate balance could hold together without resorting to techno-centrism. I prefer grounding my solarpunk stories in real places so we can imagine how an actual, physical location may one day be transformed.

Choosing hope is a difficult path, it means doing the tough, emotional work of overcoming current regressive narratives – no superhero is going to dash in to save us. If we want a better world, we’re going to have to build it ourselves. There’s no shortage of problems to set our imaginations alight: how might a more egalitarian economy come to pass, and what struggles would we have to overcome to get there? What would society look like, if citizens ran their own power grids? What cuisines could we rediscover, if we honour sustainable food-growing practices and have more diverse crops? 

While activists fight tirelessly to expose malpractices and shift the Overton window, policymakers push for concrete changes, engineers and designers develop feasible technology, we need narratives to show us that a better world is possible, and how we might get there. Our lore has sometimes led us to believe that our lives are fated, and there are destined paths we should follow; but the truth is: a multitude of futures are possible. More than ever, we have a responsibility to forge new dreams, so that our grandchildren – and their grandchildren – can look forward to a world worth living in.

 

Ana Sun

East Sussex

April 2025

 


 

Shadow Among the Leaves

 

 

Some mornings, when I step out my front door, two hundred feet above the forest floor between trees shimmering with dew, that moment – so long ago now – still catches me off guard, transfixing time to stillness. That moment: when Titi climbed into a tree just like these to retrieve a wayward drone. His scrawny frame, a speck high up in the canopy, lost in a sparkling sky of deep green, his skin as brown as the belian he was scaling. 

“Ti! Turun!” Get down, I’d yelled, my voice dampened by branches laden with lianas, buttress roots towering over my trembling eleven-year-old body, giant ferns squeezing me out. We shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t have agreed to come. Heart in mouth, I watched him climb. Higher, higher. How would he ever make it down? 

For a whole minute, Titi stopped moving. I couldn’t see him any more. I shouted again. His impatient words crackled in my ear through our paired implants, “Don’t distract me! I’m nearly there!”

That was Titi: determined, stubborn, brave – sometimes to the point of being reckless.

A cold shock stings my cheek, scattering the memory. I wipe away the splash of fallen dew from my face. On a nearby leaf, a grasshopper chirps a hesitant solo among a chorus of cicadas. A tingle crawls up my skin, the unease rattling me to my core.

Flashbacks this intense – it’s been a while.  

I shiver, despite the day’s rising warmth, despite the microfine, temperature-control mesh that covers my entire body up to my neck, from wrist to wrist and down to my ankles, barely visible under shirt and trousers spun of bark fibres. My hand reaches for my grandmother’s necklace I’d kept as a protective charm – and finds nothing. It’s been lost for years, but even now there are days I wish for it.     

Shouldering my pack, I lower my house to the closest levitating walkway. Like a few residences closest to the river, my house floats anchored to a host hybrid tree, running on a combination of embedded solar cells and nanoleaves higher up in the canopy. Most other buildings in town are stacked on scalable stilts, but out here on the fringes I enjoy the gift of being alone. 

Pain has a way of dulling over time; like patina on silver, revealing cracks, deepening crevices.

I steal a breath, two.

Titi didn’t die that day. No, that wasn’t how he died. 

The walkway takes my weight and counterbalances it, wobbling a fraction. To my left, the Rajang River runs the clear colour of light tea, glistening through mangroves that capture power from its flow. The Rajang of my childhood had been murky and brown, choked with silt from upriver logging. To think we used to swim in that dirt. Floods during the wet monsoon regularly swept logs and debris downriver, stifling everything to death.

It’s so different now, since the logging stopped. Titi would be there in the water every day if he could.

Somewhere behind me, the deep-throated bark of a hornbill punctuates the air, followed by a flutter of wings. The next walkway hangs suspended between trees; I adjust to its slight swing, taking the turn for the town, leaving the river behind.

He’d be twenty years-old today. And I’d be teasing him: that by the Chinese way of counting, he’d be twenty-one. He’d scrunch up his face, punch my shoulder, remind me that I’d still be older by a couple of months no matter what. I’d never learned how his family – how his people – counted the years. The moment to ask had long since passed, even if we’re all on friendly terms, even if they’d gone out of their way to remind me then that I wasn’t to blame.

Just as well, I blame myself often enough. 

Would today’s Titi be stout, strong like his father? Or lean and lithe like his elder brother, James? 

I pinch the back of my hand until it hurts. Fabricating things that have never happened – will never happen – won’t get me anywhere. Placing one foot ahead of the other, I count time by the passing shadows of trees, a ritual to keep myself in the present.

A small child stands on the next walkway segment, reaching up and plucking what seems like leaves off a vine. I recognise her from one of my classes: the daughter of one of the medicine women.

“Good morning, Lilian,” I call out.

She turns, a flash of panic fading behind her eyes, but she does not run. I smile; she struggles to do the same. Always the quiet kid, often aloof, she’s the youngest of the class at five years old, but likely one of the brightest.

“Selamat pagi, Cikgu Sng,” she addresses me formally. Once a teacher, always a teacher, even on a day off school.

“Collecting… leaves?” I teach music and elementary maths; recognising plants has never been my strong suit. 

“Yes, for Mak,” she replies, but her gaze wavers, distracted. 

Strange child, perhaps just shy. 

“All right, well. Say hello to your mother for me.”

“Of course,” she says, furrowing her brow, focusing on something behind me. The urge to glance back rises in my chest – to follow her line of sight – but I resist. 

Her eyes dart to me, a mix of fire and fear. “Cikgu, who… who is that person following you?” 

She points a quivering finger beyond my shoulder.

That rattling unease I’d been feeling since leaving home grips me in its ice-cold vice; again, I reach for the protective charm that’s not been around my neck since childhood. 

Slowly, I turn around. 

Nothing. 

No one. 

 

Pak Ong’s steamers expel billows of vapour, nearly as white as his hair. The kopi tiam resembles a modest house without walls, hovering close to the ground. Every morning, he lowers it while he cooks at his stall, taking advantage of the cooler air near the forest floor. High above the tiam, two smaller buildings – his residence and Madam Tan’s – peek through the branches of their host trees. I spot her there at the back of the tiam, busying herself behind the counter with coffees and juices, under the watchful altar of the Kitchen God and a family shrine teeming with offerings, wisps of incense smoke curling heavenwards. 

Strange how we still call places like these tiams – shops – a word which no longer makes sense. Not when we don’t buy or sell things, not any more.

Lilian had bid a hasty goodbye, leaving me to wander into town on my own as if I harbour a curse. No one could have followed me – my house is at the end of a path. A chill ripples under my skin. I shake it off.

Madam Tan sees me first. She always seems ageless; hair dark and curled, skin pearly pale with a lively glow.

“Jiak ba boi?” she calls out to me over the din of Pak Ong’s stoves, the greeting of children of immigrants, several generations of hardship stamped into our language: have you eaten yet? 

Her niece, a lanky teenager named Grace, exits the back kitchen with two bowls of steaming noodles, one in each hand for two guests at a table. She flashes me a grin, I nod a hello, and likewise to their patrons – parents of some kids from school. 

Pak Ong looks up at my greeting of good morning, uncle and his face, already lined with time, crinkles into a broad smile. Hands coated in rice flour, he beckons me towards his stall. “Siaw Xian! Morning! Come, I’ve just made a fresh batch of your favourite.”

Grace hurries over to intercept, intent on leading me to a table. “Haven’t seen you lately, Cikgu! Not eating here today?”

In return for teaching their children and their grandchildren, the townsfolk are more than happy to feed me whenever I can’t be bothered to cook.

“Sorry...” I over-exaggerate my false regret with a shrug. “Not today because –”

Because I must head into the forest – and make it back before sundown. But I can’t tell her that.

Grace scrunches her nose in disapproval. “You can have noodles here now and Pak Ong’s kuihs for later?”

I laugh.

“Don’t hassle.” Pak Ong shoos her away. To me, he says, one adult to another. “Your usual?”

Yes, three steamed buns with marinated filling, two pieces of kuih salat – sticky cakes with a base layer of rich glutinous rice. Never acquire things in fours; no need to invite bad luck. I extract a small, insulated bag from my pack and hand it to Pak Ong.

“Oh, and five huat kuih’s please.” I point to the pink, fluffy cup-shaped cakes, their tops split open like geometric flowers in bloom.

Pak Ong throws me a quizzical glance. “That’s not –”

“Just for a change,” I cut in. “Besides, you make them so nice.”

The flattery must have worked because he grabs the huat kuihs with a pair of metal tongs, then a few pieces of ang ku kuih which I didn’t ask for – stuffing the lot into the bulging bag.

“Wait – Uncle, not too much!” But he’s already sealed it for me to take away.

“I’m finishing up early, might as well give you extras.” 

Extras? Pak Ong normally makes just enough food for the day; any leftovers he’d bring to the town hall at sundown to be shared amongst those who need or want some. 

He shrugs, pointing the tongs into an empty patch of air. “Meeting over at the town square – midday.”  

Today? Obviously, I haven’t been paying attention.  

Pak Ong notes my confusion. “Some people want to raise the old fort, some people don’t. They’re fighting it out today.” 

An old debate, one that comes around every few years.

Just like that, my chest clenches, my breath catches. I push the memories aside.

The last time I’d passed by the fort, it had been barely visible. Like the remains of the old town by the Rajang, most of it lies underwater. A symbol of a long-ago empire – something we’d once been proud of – left behind to fester while we’d moved the citizens further inland, rebuilding everything for resilience. 

My hands close around the insulated bag, heavy with food for later, and slip it into my pack.

“If we raise it,” I say, thinking aloud, “we’ll have to repair it…”

Pak Ong swaps the tongs for chopsticks. “That’s why I’ll be arguing against it. Why waste the effort? There are other things we should be doing.”

To preserve history, or to let it rest – and let the uncomfortable past slip away?

“Midday, right?” I ask. 

“Ridiculous time. It’ll be so hot.”

Midday – when people from the region venture in for meals, run errands, meet friends. In a practical way, it makes sense.

Pak Ong has wound himself up into a mood, so I excuse myself, bidding a good day to Madam Tan, Grace, the patrons. But before I manage to leave, Madam Tan thrusts a large bottle of ice-cold water into my hand – going to be a hot day lah, take this – then waves me off.

In a town like this, one puts on a cheerful disposition regardless of how you feel inside. Everyone knows everyone, avoiding an explanation is less effort. Hiding a grimace, I turn away, stepping briskly onto the walkway that tilts upwards.

Ahead, something rustles. I stop. None of the leaves in the trees are moving – not a bird, not a creature. Maybe –  

“Titi? That you?”

But I hear nothing, see nothing. 

 

Were we friends? I’d always described Titi as a friend. But when we met, I’m not sure I had a notion of what a friend was – not at the age of five. We just liked being together.

It must have been a town family event. I’d taken my favourite toy tiger for company. Titi had been running around, expending that boyish excess of energy, but stopped when he saw me and my tiger. He said hello, reached for it – somehow tearing the whole tail off.

I’d been too shocked to cry. Titi was horrified, apologetic, promised to repair it. 

I didn’t believe him. 

The next day, he brought the tiger back. It now wore bright red stitches on its fake yellow fur. Somehow, it felt right that it should bear the scars of its trauma.

“My father showed me how to fix it,” he said, a mix of sheepishness and pride. 

Awestruck, I asked, “What’s your name?”

“Call me Titi.” A mischievous smile played on his lips.

“That’s your real name?” I’d been sure I heard an adult call him something else.

“No, but isn’t that how you call ‘younger brother’ in your language?” 

“We’re the same age –” I protested. He wouldn’t hear of it. 

He’d been Titi to me ever since. To others, he was Joe, or Joseph whenever his mother got cross at him. When we grew old enough to wear implants – a common compromise for kids to roam free while our parents kept busy – Titi asked to pair with mine. That way we could chat in the evenings while he remained with family in their longhouse and I stayed at home above our shophouse in town. 

He had a habit of prattling endlessly about whatever fascinated him at the time. Many of our conversations started with his rhetorical questions, Did you know –? 

Did you know our fort was the place where several tribes brokered peace? 

Did you know it took them fifty years? Fifty years! Just to build the original road that reached our town?

My usual answer: “No, Titi, tell me more.”  

I’d mostly read books about other worlds – where dragons resembled terrifying giant birds with long necks and wide wings instead of snakes with clawed feet, or ships that travelled to other planets. Titi definitely had been more down to earth; I’d been the spaced-out, dream-weaving basket case.

But we found a common love for building things. Titi had a gift for craft, I’d always been good at math. Between the two of us, we made robots that scuttled like insects – just for fun. The mis-programmed drone that ended up in the canopy? That should’ve been a bird that could climb trees. 

By the day that Titi so stubbornly rescued the bird-drone, our town had already begun changing. The hospital, the town hall, and the library had been moved inland onto telescopic pillars or scalable stilts to reduce disruptions if the Rajang were to flood. Next: the temple, churches and masjid, shophouses and homes. We cleaned out the old town, salvaged what we could, letting the earth – and water – reclaim the rest, giving way to the forest.

Warmth seeps from the walkway onto the soles of my feet. I hitch my pack higher onto my shoulder, feeling the weight of Pak Ong’s food package, ignoring the thin layer of sweat forming on my skin – the mesh should deal with it. The birds have quieted as the day warms up; I might regret not sticking to my original plan. 

It’s hard to tell where the edges of the river truly are. I follow the walkways leading to the disused pier, hovering over rice-growing rafts in the shallows, shouldering thousands of tiny green spears reaching for the sky. I turn around, squinting into the rising sun. You’d have to know where the town is to see it: houses, buildings lifted up among the leaves, their roofs sometimes brushing up against branches. Walkways bridge the spaces in between, automatically sensing differences in height. 

Titi would’ve loved how this place looks now. 

Did you know our fort was the place where several tribes brokered peace? 

His voice echoing in my ears, I sit cross-legged on the pier – the closest I can get to the fort without being in the water. The remains of its roof loom under the surface, an elongated pyramid. The walls still seem structurally sound. Belian – ironwood – doesn’t rot. 

We’d taken a swim in the fort once, when the brown river water reached only halfway up its walls. Titi had wanted to see inside.

“We’d get in so much trouble!” I’d objected. It had been drilled into us: don’t swim in the river when the silt got bad – a crocodile looks exactly like a floating log. 

“I brought the empurau drone, we’ll be fine!” He grinned at me, pointing to the fish-shaped contraption under his arm. “Or are you just chicken, Little Fairy?”

Somehow, he’d pick up the habit of calling me by the meaning of my name whenever he thought I was being too virtuous. 

We dived off the pier, swam down through the open doorway. The doors and window shutters – long missing. Nothing like cool water on hot skin. We splashed to the surface on the inside, our heads bobbing under the roof as we trod water in semi-darkness. 

Light slipped in through the shutterless windows above the waterline; sad rectangles cut from empty walls. This had been once a museum, but any trace of the past had been entirely stripped away.

“There’s nothing here!” I complained, my voice bouncing off the walls, the low roof. “We could have just sent a drone to scout this out.”

“Yes, but now we can say we’ve seen it!” Titi punched a victorious fist wetly into the air, narrowly missing a wooden beam.

“No! We can’t tell anyone! I’ll get into so much trou –”

Something moved in the water, sliding fast from one window to the next. I gasped, pointed. Titi spun around, shining the light from our drone straight into a hideous, blinking eye. 

A crocodile. 

“Don’t move!” Titi’s voice hissed through my implant. 

My heart threatened to thump out of my ribcage. My fingers closed around my grandmother’s necklace, tracing the lines of flowers carved into jade. Calmly, Titi tracked the creature’s drift across the surface, training the drone’s powerful light, covering the length of the rough, scaly shape. It had been seen, lost the element of surprise. We might yet get lucky. 

“Get out of here? Now?” Full sentences eluded me. My teeth chattered – not from the cold water. 

Titi’s eyes focused elsewhere. I could trust him, couldn’t I? He was a child of the jungle, he’d get us out safe. 

“On my mark – we make for the pier, ’kay?”

His hand gripped mine, and the rest – the mad rush through the doorway and out of the water – dissolved into a frenzied blur. We clambered onto the pier, dripping wet, panting, our breaths shallow. I touched my hand to my chest, where there ought to have been a necklace. 

“It’s gone!” I whispered, half hysterical.

“Yes, the croc –”

“No, my necklace!” I wailed, choking on the words. “My grandmother’s necklace!”

Without warning, Titi took me into his arms, letting me sob into his damp shoulder. By then, he’d grown taller than me. 

But we didn’t die that day. That wasn’t how Titi died. 

I stare at the wavering shadow of the roof, a dark shape just under the river’s gentle ripple, history lingering just out of reach. A bird tweets from the riverbank, looking for its mate.   

Would Titi have wanted it raised?

“Better to leave things be,” I’d have argued. 

“And just let it rot?” I can picture his face, creasing into a rare scowl. 

“You forgot, Ti, the walls are belian. No more crocodiles here now, people can swim to it if they want.”

“That’s not my point!” There, his stubborn tone, voice cracking. “It’s just wasted here! We could make it ours again, turn it into something new. Embrace the past –”

I pinch the back of my hand once more. This – this used to happen all the time when Titi first died, where I’d slip into conversation with him in my head. 

Today. His birthday. Maybe that’s why I’m lapsing again. 

The sun hangs high in the air. Nearly midday.

“Miss you, Titi,” I whisper under my breath.  

That rustling sound, as if a breath of wind extends a hand to ruffle the leaves of the trees around me. 

Except there is no breeze. 

 

The temperature in the town square borders on unbearable, the heat a heavy blanket. 

Doubt chews at my insides. Should I have gone on into the forest instead? 

Too late now.

Someone had the idea of draping strips of fabric across the square to keep the midday sun off our backs, but still, the old asphalt baked beneath our feet. Fine cracks criss-cross the uneven grey surface. Situated within an unusual clearing, this part of the town remains firmly on the ground; it might have once been a basketball court adjacent to a school. The municipal building has been lowered to one side of the square. Ascending walkways line the edges, decorated with clay urns exploding with flowers. The rest of the forest surrounds us, never far away.

Hundreds of people from the town and nearby longhouses have gathered, milling around temporary tables and chairs spirited from somewhere, greeting each other, making small talk. Pak Ong’s laughter rings through the air, my granduncle’s son spots me through the crowd and waves. Here and there, a few distant cousins. Most of them I recognise as parents of students.

A prickling unease creeps over the back of my neck; the distinct feeling of being watched. I search the faces of the townsfolk around me, but none pay me any heed.

“Thank you all for coming.” The mayor’s kindly voice comes through a little too loud on speakers mounted on the decorated walkways. “Apologies for having this out in the heat.”

“Better than rain!” someone shouts from the crowd.

“Very true.” The mayor laughs. “Let’s ride our luck.”

I stand on tiptoes, trying to see the woman addressing the crowd from one corner of the square. 

“Today we’ll discuss whether we should reclaim the old fort – an important decision, I’m sure we agree on that. We’ll be using our outcomes today to provide options for a vote, to capture the decisions of citizens who can’t be present. I assume you’re all aware that this can’t be a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ referendum question.”

Some laughter. I don’t get it, but then, I don’t follow the politics. 

I wipe the sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand, gritting my teeth, ignoring my jangled nerves. Is it just the buzz of excitement getting to me? 

A sudden, disorderly movement, bodies shuffling. The mayor has asked everyone to self-declare their initial allegiance – for, against, undecided – by standing in different areas in the square. I blend myself into the group of undecideds. 

We self-organise, note our opinions, discuss, persuade each other to our points of view. Groups merge and reform, the process repeats. I bury my restlessness – trying to focus, appear engaged. The noise of conversation, like rain on a leaf. The applause as the mayor closes the meeting, a full-blown monsoon.

In the end, the townsfolk seem mostly in favour of reclaiming the fort. But next we need to decide on how.

My stomach rumbles. I should have taken Grace’s offer of noodles. The sun has already begun its slow descent. I should get moving if I want to make it home before dark. 

Someone is pushing through the crowds towards me. Titi’s eyes, but somehow different. Titi’s hair but longer. Older, taller. Knots twist in my gut as the young man, garbed in jeans and a plain t-shirt comes close.

James.

“Xian?” Like Titi’s voice, but deeper, richer. “Thought it was you. Have you eaten?” 

I don’t know how to feel, but my lips smile of their own accord. 

“No, I joined on a whim, forgot how long these things go on for.” I wave vaguely at the thinning crowd. “How are you, your parents?”

His turn to smile. “We’re all well. You can come visit us, you know that, right?”

Outwardly, I nod. My insides churn, apprehensive. His family had been like my own to me when Titi was alive. When I lost him, too absorbed in my grief, I’d lost them too. 

James gestures towards the library. “Getting lunch before heading back to my duties. Would you like to –?” but he stops mid-sentence, as if he’d just seen how I’m attired. “You’re going into the forest today?” 

Shadows flit behind his eyes. Silence slides between us, a slithering snake. Pain: the numb aftermath of a scorpion’s sting. 

“I see,” he says, without waiting for an answer. I’m grateful for not having to explain.

I force myself to meet his gaze. “Another day?”

His smile stretches into a grin, his true feelings tucked elsewhere. My heart burns; Titi’s grin, but surer, more confident. “You know where to find me.”

I watch him deftly hop onto a walkway, a feigned spring in his step. He turns around before the next segment, gives me a little wave.

Yes, another day. Another day when the past finally releases me from its grasp, when I can look towards tomorrow, and not drown in what might have been.

 

The last floating walkway towards the forest slants downwards, its last step barely visible under a clutch of fern. Humidity stifles, but the mesh I’m wearing helps me adjust – it’ll keep the leeches off and mosquitoes at bay. I venture into air pungent with rot and fungi roused by the day’s heat. The earth beneath my feet sinks soft under old leaves, layers of past flattened by time, breaking down into their molecular selves, back to stardust. The cicadas have begun their drone again; a bird’s call warns their flock of my approach. 

When had I last been here? The trees have grown, the undergrowth has thickened, but if one’s heart could be a compass, then the body knows; my feet find their own way forward into our old playground.

I’d been at home, upstairs in our shophouse doing my homework, listening to a Mozart sonata I had to learn by heart for an exam. My parents had been on duty somewhere, Mum with the engineers, Dad – probably teaching that day. 

Titi said he’d come by later. He’d sounded excited for some reason. “I’ll bring ais kacang, and huat kuih. And maybe a surprise.” 

“Ais kacang and huat kuih? They don’t go together!” My protests against his zany ideas – the norm.

“So?” came his retort. “It gets eaten all the same!”

Sweet of him to bring treats on days I had to work hard. 

Rain poured down suddenly, heavily, drumming loudly on our roof. Nothing to bat an eyelid at. Rain like this never lasted long.

Someone hollered in the street downstairs. I glanced up briefly from my books, hoped they found shelter from the rain. More yelling, different voices now. My attention wavered; curiosity won. I got up, opened a window onto the street, peered out. A few people rushing towards the river, their voices loud, urgent, fingers pointing, hands gesturing, getting thoroughly soaked. Something didn’t look right.

Pulling on a raincoat, I hurried down and followed the crowd. The Rajang had swelled. Scores of logs swept down, screeching against the wooden sampans docked in the pier.

Someone else screamed. “In the water! He’s in the water!” 

There, I saw him: Titi’s arms, fighting the rush, reaching for a log but unable to grab hold. Titi’s hair, plastered over his face, his dark head, bobbing up for air. Something glistened in his hand before it disappeared under the deluge. How did he –? Why did –? Someone shouted his name – perhaps it was me. Shouted until my voice turned hoarse, until he disappeared under a floating log, until brown water consumed him, rippled over where his body had been. Someone found me, someone grabbed my arms, someone stopped me from jumping into the river right then. Someone took me home, gave me dry clothes.

Titi died that day. That – was how he died. 

I don’t remember how they found the body. I barely recall the funeral.

Sometime afterwards, James brought me a few of Titi’s remaining robots. I didn’t – couldn’t – touch them. One day, I spotted the empurau drone entangled among other unidentifiable parts. I charged it up; it still worked. 

Maybe I wanted to relive that day we swam inside the fort, maybe that was why I’d checked its visual logs. Reels of grainy images revealed the river floor as the drone circled around the fort. In the days leading up to his death, Titi had been using the fish-robot to look for my lost necklace. 

A cacophony of bird calls jerks me to my senses. The forest warps time and space, and sometimes, you could end up walking into a different world. 

I find the place in a small clearing between trees, the land rising to one side. 

The forest grows, the forest thrives. The ferns have flourished since I’d been here last. I push back the tangle of green, and there – the small headstone, a cross carved into it. James told me that the family had given baya, buried him with his favourite books, clothes, maybe a football. Knowing that Titi had been well-prepared for that other place doesn’t make it hurt less – but somehow, it helps. 

I tidy a little space in front of the gravestone, light a single candle a safe distance from stray fronds. 

Should I pray? I’d never learned how to pray. 

“Happy birthday, Titi-ghost.” My voice strange, out of place. “I brought you your favourite – well, one of them. Ais kacang wouldn’t have made it in this heat, sorry.”

Laying down three pink, fluffy huat kuihs in front of Titis’s gravestone, I sit down on the earth and bite into the ones that I’d kept for myself. A shared meal between the living and the dead: steamed sweet-rice nothings, soft bites of pleasure. Salt from tears mingle with the sugar on my tongue.

Behind me, flickers of light mark the town some distance away, buzzing with the presence of other human beings getting on with the early evening. Beyond it, the Rajang flows – stoic, serene.

A sigh escapes me. “We’re in a good place now, Titi. Wish you were here to see it.” 

How he’d have loved the way we’re embracing the past, owning up to how history shaped us, reconciling who we have been with who we are.

A few trees away, something rustles. Fear squeezes my chest. A shadow, soft at first, materialises among the leaves, a familiar silhouette. I dare not breathe. 

Happy birthday, Titi-ghost. See you next year. 

 


 

Dandelion Brew

 

 

I wheel my serving cart and solar generator onto the aft deck of Lion’s Tooth, careful to push straight and slow; manoeuvring anything on a vintage canal narrowboat demands more patience than brawn. Somewhere in nearby shrubs, a moorhen chirps, summoning the day to begin. The waters of the Serpentine whisper and lap at the frosty, grassy banks of Old Hyde Park; perhaps recounting stories of her past days as a lake, or exchanging gossip with the River Thames that she flows uninterrupted into – with much of London being permanently flooded now, would you blame her? 

Morning mist wraps silky tendrils around the trees further along the shore, but I have a clear view of the hedgerow that hides the entrance to the docks, giving our moorings a nice bit of privacy.

A perfectly peaceful morning, just the way I like it.

I dot a couple of stools around the deck, set out the spice mill for grinding roasted dandelion roots, the key ingredient in a brew I serve my customers – the closest thing to coffee available to us now, for those old enough to remember what that is. Towards the east, Big Ben chimes a four-note melody – quarter past seven.

A low, familiar rumble stops, followed by a gentle slosh of water; Raj has pulled up his boat alongside the Lion’s Tooth. Every morning I make a bet with myself: which of my old-time customers, Raj or Valentina, will show up first? Looks like Raj wins today.  

“You’re totally clockwork, Fleur.” Raj grins at me from his deck. “How you open at the same time every day without owning a timepiece is beyond me.” 

“A dandelion’s shadow does not lie,” I quip back. 

Chuckling, Raj hops over from his boat to mine, carefully sidestepping planters of dandelions dotted around the deck, avoiding collision with a red admiral fluttering in their midst.

Though I’m lying, of course. Who needs anything fancy when I have Big Ben’s chimes? Most modern technology is nothing but a waste of nature’s resources; I steer clear of that stuff where I can.

Footsteps ring on the jetty and Val makes her way down, her jet-black tied up in a bun, unlike my mousy locks which I prefer to hide under a headscarf.

“You’re late, mate!” Raj calls out to her. 

Val flashes a gesture. It must have been rude; he laughs. 

And this is how our mornings usually begin: what better way to start the day, than a natter with friends over a cup of dandelion brew?

I turn around to prepare the infusions. Something glistens over the water. A boat I’ve never seen before slithers into the Serpentine. Unlike mine, its cockpit is covered, presumably connected to the main cabin. The small deck on the bow looks like an afterthought, the smooth chrome surface designed to reflect its surroundings. No windows, no running lights – surely a safety hazard if you ask me. It’s ugly and fascinating the way oil slicks are. 

“Seen that colossal craft parked at the mouth of the Thames?” Val asks. She makes it across the plank that bridges my boat to land. 

“That one?” I point to the strange vessel. 

Val squints. “Nope, much bigger. Much less shiny.”

“The annual Christmas shipment?” Raj pulls out some kind of device from his pocket to check the news. “It’s come early.” 

I steal another glance at the sleek thing in the water. It’s headed our way. What is it? Who’s on it?

Val settles on her favourite stool. “That ship gets bigger every year. S’pose those who need their turkeys gotta have them.”

I stay out of this conversation, idly listen to them debate the day’s news. Unlike Raj, I’ve always avoided tech to tap into newsfeeds; my customers’ gossip is enough. The Christmas ship typically crawls through the Thames around the first predicted frost, which means I should begin the annual forage soon. 

Scooping some dandelion root and my secret blend of spices into the mill, I press the button. Nothing happens.

“You gotta plug it in, love,” says Val.

They laugh, and I let them. How I miss my old hand grinder. Things made slowly with love never fail to taste better. I pour the grounds into my brewing vessel. A drop or two of lemon oil, a slosh of boiling water. 

The mystery craft has stopped a few boat-lengths away. I ignore it.

The moment I express the dark liquid into a jug, a sharp tang of citrus mingled with the rich earthiness of spices, the fragrance permeating the air. Waiting until I have Raj and Val’s attention, I lift the jug high, arcing the fragrant brew into warmed cups without spilling a drop. Not just me showing off – though that helps with anticipation – the elaborate pouring ritual cools the brew to a drinkable temperature. 

“So good,” says Val, taking a first sip. 

Pride flutters inside my chest. Moments like these? Best in the world. 

After Raj waves goodbye from his cruiser and Val departs on foot, the strange boat pulls up. Its engines unbelievably silent, it cuts through water without a sound. My pulse quickens. How does it drive? Can it submerge? How do you even board the thing? Then I see the windows – small rectangles on either side of the craft fading from chrome to clear. The thinnest of lines appears around one of them before it slides outwards. Why am I holding my breath?

A clean-shaven man with pale brown hair leans out, flashing a smile with perfect teeth. 

“I hear you serve a mean dandelion brew.” His accent marks him out – not from these parts then.

I really shouldn’t judge people by how much unnecessary tech they surround themselves with. 

“Sure,” I reply, trying to sound nonchalant. “Any preference?”

He shrugs. “Surprise me.”

Ah, one of those. With effort, I lift the corners of my lips towards my ears, forcing a smile. 

I turn towards the serving cart to prepare another round of brew. A loud thump. Old Lion’s Tooth sways and I nearly lose my balance. Cursing under my breath, I spin around, meaning to tell him to tread softly on the old girl. The words stick in my throat.

“I’m Adriyel,” he says. I tell him my name.

“I can see you grow your own.” He gestures at the abundance of dandelion plants around the solar panels on my roof, and the ones flourishing in neat pots on the deck.

“These? They’re decoration.” For some reason, I laugh. “People expect to see dandelions on the boat, so here they are. What I use for brewing is seasonally foraged – tastes better.”

To make a point, I retrieve my watering can and gently douse the plants with collected rainwater. 

He seems genuinely interested. “Is that why your boat is called Lion’s Tooth?”

Now I’m smiling. “Yes, dent de lion. Dandelion.”

“Refers to the shape of the leaves, doesn’t it?” 

He must be the sort who won pub quizzes. He settles on a stool – Val’s favourite. Summoning my best professional self, I hand him a steaming cup of brew. From his pocket he extracts a small object – a large insect of some kind, complete with a pair of wings, three sets of legs and antennae. Chrome, just like the boat. 

My smile fades. 

A blinking light on the insect’s back shifts from yellow to green; its wings whirr into a blur, drumming up a buzzing noise that brought shivers down my spine. 

All of a sudden it flies straight for my face, and I stumble backwards, saved from splashing into the Serpentine by my cart being in the way.

Adriyel’s laughter made me squirm inside. “You needn’t be afraid, it’s just a data-collecting drone.”

I steady myself, dread flooding my chest – the wretched thing is soaring towards my dandelions. 

“What’s it doing?” I demand.

“Just assessing the health of the flowers.” 

Assessing? That thing might as well be a flying weapon. I straighten, take a deep breath, struggle to regain composure.

“Won’t they upset the real bees?” 

Adriyel shakes his head. “They don’t interfere, they just observe. We use a bunch of these to map the overall condition of flora in the area.” 

I raise an eyebrow. He taps something on his wrist, and the abomination flits back and lands precisely at his feet. He turns the drone upside down and switches it off with a double tap on its belly. My insides tumble, I suppress the urge to retch. 

“My boat is a research lab,” he explains between sips of brew, without waiting for me to ask. Why do some people just assume you’d be interested in their lives? “Anyway, my team and I are conducting a study here until Christmas, so you’ll see me around.” 

That explains the snazzy boat. This can’t be good. This is precisely the time of year bees gather for overwintering. Anything that disrupts their pattern will be disastrous. 

“Interesting,” I say. 

I know exactly what I’d do if I see one of these in the wild. 

I’d quash it. 

 

By the time I make it to Hampstead Heath, the sun already hangs high in the sky – if only it would be brave enough to poke its face through the clouds. 

As a child I’d go with Mum by the overground to Gospel Oak, then we’d walk from Parliament Hill out to the Heath. Once it’d even been possible to amble from one end of London to another. But as I grew taller, the city began flooding more regularly, and waters continued to rise. My memories before moving to London were hazy; only that Mum said we’d fled from our birthplace, because the seasons had become too hot to bear. 

I’d taken the easiest route: sailed eastward through the Thames then up to North London, where the river meets the expanded waters of the ancient canal in Camden Town. From there, I moored Lion’s Tooth and journeyed on foot. 
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