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Prologue
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Earth was a living hell by the end of the twenty-first century. The global temperature was three-and three-quarter degrees higher than just a hundred and fifty years earlier. Politicians had tinkered around the edges of the greatest moral challenge for too long.

Halfway into the twenty-second century, food was becoming very scarce. Millions upon millions were dead and dying from starvation forcing mass migration into the few remaining habitable areas.

The ice at both poles was gone, allowing the Earth to absorb more of the sun’s warmth. Many of the remaining populaces migrated into the unfrozen ground within the arctic circle to try and grow crops, but the heat drove them back to the coasts which had changed dramatically due to rising sea levels. Whole cities and island nations were under water, their people now refugees in other lands.

Creeping deserts replaced once majestic rain forests. Rivers were dead and drying and what forests remained often burnt more ferociously.

Racial conflict and wars erupted on most continents with people dying either from bullets or starvation.

Warmer sea water released methane into the air aiding the temperature rise. The same occurred in Siberia and Russia as the permafrost melted.

The auguries widely spouted by climate scientists and denied by the ultra-wealthy far right, dictators and the despotic in the latter half of the twentieth and first half of the twenty-first centuries had come to fruition.

Earth’s more than eleven billion humans were wavering on the edge of oblivion. The Anthropocene era had about run its race, the finish line was as close as it had ever been, the prize being another mass extinction event.

The hardliners who had continued to either ignored the warnings or consistently and deliberately chose to debunk the scientific evidence seemed oblivious to the problems. They chose instead to blame the aggrandising scientists for alarmism and that it was a “naturally” occurring event.

The leaders of the free world buckled to the pressure only when their elections loomed, but for those countries led by dictatorships or were incredibly poor, their woes continued.

***
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BY THE LATTER HALF of the twenty-second century, the Earth was four degrees warmer than it was over two hundred years earlier. The hell of a few years before was much worse.

Fires burnt in places where fires should not, with the vegetation unable to recover.

Desertification grew and spread reducing arable land and food production.

The oceans died, they were too saline and acidic for anything to survive, the methane buried under the ocean’s floors continued bubbling to the surface.

Wars erupted daily over fresh water.

Floods inundated low lying countries like Bangladesh, where land once stood there was a shallow sea. The devastating floods broke droughts only to have the droughts return.

Raging storms on land and the oceans destroyed vital infrastructure and took lives. 

Although there were some habitable places, most reputable scientists considered and declared the planet to be officially dead, much to the ire of the right-wing media. The only counter argument came from those on certain payrolls.

Desperate humans in poor and developing countries hung on by their fingertips to their limited infrastructure, which was the only thing keeping them alive, but it too failed. The tools used to give the majority of people some sort of reasonable standard of living were unable to cope with the demands placed upon it. People were slowly sliding into the abyss again, the lessons from just a few years earlier forgotten.

As the century rolled on, the issue of fresh water caused further hostilities to break out amongst the remaining world’s populations, this time it included the wealthy nations. Even the more affluent countries were not immune as they allowed their industries to continue pumping whatever amount of ground water they liked and replaced it with whatever they liked which eventually ended up in the oceans.

Even though technology existed to manufacture it by cracking hydrogen, the process was expensive and dangerous, so people fought to the death over the water shortages. The simple technology to free water vapour from the air existed, but the pollutants and acidity made extracting it too expensive and the water they produced was unfit for human consumption.

Eventually, the atmosphere’s oxygen levels started to fall. As a result, the world was slowly heating and as tipping point after tipping point came and went, Earth entered a runaway greenhouse effect.

All the natural vegetation died, including the cash crops, and along with it any hope of feeding the last of the humans from unprotected farms. With the worlds ecological vegetation gone and replaced with failing crops, the last of the animals went extinct in the wild.

At the end of the century, conditions worsened, and the largest mass movement of refugees in the history of the world put enormous strain on barely surviving countries and millions more died at closed borders.
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Chapter 1: The Mars Experiment
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With countless people continuing to die from starvation, thirst, their environmental conditions and from skirmishes as people fought each other to collect food and water, the world’s six governing bodies, the only surviving governments, came together again to have a serious re-think.

They all but conceded defeat, the problems too insurmountable. The consensus the G6 agreed to—humanity had little future on Earth. In the hope of saving some, they decided to use precious time and resources, both of which were in limited supply, and pinned their chances for human survival on setting up colonies on Mars.

Even though humans had sent rovers and some people to the red planet in the past, it was not as simple as it sounded. The planning and logistics required getting the plan up and running was the easy bit—it was the rest that nearly defeated them.

Firstly, they had to reinstate their neglected space programs. Then there was the question of who would go. The few remaining media outlets constantly flashed this argument about to drive public opinion. The common people thought it would be the wealthy who would be leaving the rest to their fate. But the application of vigorous and extensive criteria saw a multi-national group of scientists, engineers and astronauts initially chosen to set things up.

Over the course of some years, the G6 chose other people with varied and different vocations to go as the successful Mars experiment gained momentum. As the impetus grew so did the faith of those left on Earth.

None of it had mattered when, in a single insane moment, one Mars resident, driven mad by the isolation, concluded humans had no right to survive. They would only go on doing their same dumb things at different addresses and so she had taken it into her own hands to see the end of the trial.

There were no weapons allowed on the newly established settlement because it existed under a large dome constructed from two layers of thin veneer manufactured from semi-transparent polycarbonate which separated the inhabitants from the harsh external environment.

Repairing a tear in the inner fabric was easy as it was with the outer layer which was there to protect the site from micro-meteorites. But a rip through both layers would cause the whole establishment to explode in a fast and violent eruption propelling the population into the low atmospheric pressure on the outside and to their deaths.

Barriers designed to prevent accidental damage to the coverings prevented the Martians from accessing the double boundary, but this individual had somehow manufactured herself a small rudimentary but effective handgun. She then went on a rampage shooting dead the first five people she came across, scattering the rest of them.

The woman used the final round to put a small but disastrous hole through the two plastic layers. At first nothing appeared to have happened, the holes were too small, but then people heard air whistling as air vented into the Martian atmosphere.

Those residents closest to the shooter had looked at each other and thought, for one moment, the material was going to hold, they would be able to repair the damage. Then, in one violent second, with emergency crews responding to the incident, the material gave way under the internal pressure. It ripped, propelling the people and anything else not secured, out into the rocky red desert spraying the ground with loose equipment, papers and bodies.

The produce on the farms died at once as the atmosphere escaped and those people inside buildings erected under the dome quickly died of suffocation, clutching at their throats and gasping for air.

The mission controllers on Earth became uneasy when communications between the two planets suddenly failed but they put it down to mechanical or electrical problems. Disruptions to the links was not uncommon so diagnostic checks began. Eventually, a satellite in orbit around the red planet had flown over the establishment sending back images and recordings. All that remained of what had once been a thriving community, one that had held all the expectations and hopes for human continuation, was a collapsed dome with debris, wreckage and the dead strewn over the area.

The controllers had looked on in stunned silence at the scene on their screens, disbelief written across their faces. The head of the mission on Earth made phone calls to the world’s leaders putting them in the picture, telling them the expensive experiment on Mars now appeared to be over. They kept communications with the other planet open for a week in the hope somebody may have survived but then they decided to sever all links to the establishment and abandoned Mars.
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Chapter 2: The Beginning of Salvation
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In the twenty-third century, the G6 came together once more and this time they decided enough was enough, if they had not been desperate before, they were now.

The first thing on the agenda was to proclaim a single world-wide leadership called the Central Government, much to the amusement of the remaining general population who thought it typical politicians would form a committee when the planet needed real change—and fast.

There was the question of how they were all going to get along. Bureaucrats and politicians from the six frantic countries still in existence made up the new regime and they all had dissimilar opinions and plans. They all wanted different things. But to everybody’s surprise it worked, and it had worked well with tough decisions made whilst under incredible pressure from the business lobbyists.

The newly formed Central Government cut bureaucracy and set real tasks with enforced completion deadlines. They made heads of departments responsible for their assignments and projects. Importantly, they also made the general population responsible, forcing them to follow the requirements for the sake of the world and to put aside their petty wants and issues. If they wanted change, then they would have to be that change.

They abandoned dirty industries and shut down the few remaining airlines. Put out of business at once was the coal, gas and oil industries. Vehicles came to a stop, left abandoned when they ran out of fuel. In an unpopular move reminiscent of authoritarian leaders two-hundred years earlier, the government moved people into safer, organised communities where they worked and lived removing the need to move about.

The G6 nations agreed to sign over their sovereignty to the Central Government who made the hard decisions and then passed them down to the leadership in each country for implementation. Failure to comply would mean expulsion from the organisation and that country would be on its own to fend for itself.

Three things happened when the newly formed administration proclaimed the closure of the highest polluting and destructive corporations and businesses. The moguls who ran and owned the companies tried to hit back at them and put their own people in place which failed. For once, the elected officials showed some backbone and had many of the business owners and CEOs arrested and put on trial for crimes against humanity.

This settled those companies down quickly; they finally started to see sense and followed the requirements placed upon them. More importantly, they used their resources to work with the Central Government instead of against it.

The second thing caused an escalation in riots and revolutions in every community around the globe when the Central Government cut power to homes and businesses except for certain times of the day, with no exceptions. Orders were issued to the police to use whatever force they thought appropriate, and they slowly regained control. The populations adjusted to the enforced requirements and things calmed down, people got back to the daily routine of trying to survive.

Lastly, in the Middle East, terrorist groups had re-formed angry at having their money supply interrupted by the evil West which was also telling them how to live their lives. They believed Allah would provide but they soon fell when it became too hard for them to carry their bombs from one country to the next without any form of transport other than walking or bicycles.

The government outlawed corporations and multinationals with anybody caught trying to do anything differently considered treasonous. As a traitor the country of their origin could do to them whatever their rules mandated.

They abandoned the monetary system; everybody would work a normal day to the benefit of and to better the lives of their fellow humans and for their planet. They were to do their bit to help secure and help save what remained of the environment. People with skills went into areas where their talents could best be utilised. People without skills or useful abilities went into manual labour tasks to start the devised rebuilding programs.

Without money, and the removal of the ability to gain wealth, certain criminal acts became almost non-existent, there was no need to steal when the government provided everything the people wanted, all a person had to do was a day’s work in return. Crimes such as murder and rape were still in existence, as were other serious offences, so a police force remained, but all in all people lived in relative peace, any disputes dealt with quickly and efficiently.

Two things helped reduce the number of criminalities. The first was to make the delivery of the things people needed or wished for as fast as possible to take away the temptation to steal from somebody else. The second was to have the people as highly educated as possible. What they found was people were more contented so even the more serious crimes abated.

With peace came the dismantling of the bulk of the world’s armies and arsenals of weapons capable of destroying the Earth, the last thing they needed was a fourth world war or an accident.

The Central Government kept some small militaries made up of multi-national units in the three forces. These forces, although capable of carrying arms, were for peace keeping when necessary or to help with natural disasters. They could also aid with large engineering projects.

The global government had been very conscious of not forming a socialist state—something they knew from earlier experience did not work. It functioned in theory but not in practice and they had known the population would eventually revolt against it as totalitarianism took a stronger grip. Civil unrest or war could ensue again and threated to undo the work they had already done.

To prevent this, they introduced an interesting system whereby the public would democratically elect all governmental officials in the Central Government every five years with a complete change of personnel at the end of their tenure. Those coming out of office could not apply for re-election for a further two terms. This formed the better of two worlds, a democratically elected socialist system with controls and safety features written into a new constitution.

The national governments worked in their own way with elections held according to their newly printed constitutions, but they would answer to the world authority.

Mandated with overarching authority over the world administration was a board of general appointees, known as the Public Board. These were people from the community and came from all represented countries.

The Public Board did not interfere with the day-to-day running of the government and its departments. Instead, when making big decisions, especially those concerning the environment, the board acted like a senate and would either approve or reject the proposals put to them. People had a civic duty to sit on the board when arbitrarily selected by pulling names from the electoral roll. It was a requirement to replace one third of the board every five years bringing fresh ideas and thoughts into it. 

As the new ruling systems became established and accepted, the work to clean up the planet began. Recycling became the catch word. Anything capable of collection and reuse found its way to factories and ended up providing some other purpose or service. Crews dispatched throughout the lands searched for waste products for reclamation. They also collected anything that was not recyclable and held it for disposal in an environmentally responsible way. They even tapped methane and other gases off old refuse tips and the oceans, collecting it for later use or storage for proper disposal.

They reclaimed used water from sewage and other sources and decontaminated soil for food production under sterile conditions until they could find a way to recover the natural environments.

None of this was enough to save the planet or the dwindling human population but it was a start in the right direction.

To completely repair the damage and stop the decline in human numbers, something else had to occur and it had to be something big.
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Chapter 3: Post Apocalypse
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The World Government organised the best engineers, scientists of all persuasions and mathematicians from all over the world to go to Europe with one aim—to come up with a plan to revert the damage done to the planet and to save the remaining inhabitants. It was a tall order, daunting, but those chosen faced it with energy and confidence, they had to.

Technology already existed that could start the process, but it would have taken too long. When climate conditions had been more normal, the machinery could have exerted some influences on the situation, but now global environments had totally collapsed, the technology was all but useless.

The politicians knew it would be a monumental task, the pressure was high but so were the stakes. Governments expected deliverables on time and if not met, instead of apportioning blame, they threw more resources into it. Over time the team tripled. Computer experts with some brilliant ideas (but who proved to be very hard to work with) came onboard. Whatever resource the team needed they got and if they found anybody else as being a potential team member they recruited them without question, sometimes against their wishes.

With the weekly death toll still in the thousands, a plan developed which was so audacious only a few people, a team of eight, knew what it was, and they were saying nothing, not until the lead team devised and put into place a rigorous regime of testing, revaluation and retesting.

The control processes had to be robust and wide-ranging. To get something wrong could potentially put the world in a worse position than it was already in and take the remaining humans down with it.

The small team even kept the Earth Council, annexed from the Central Government to oversee the projects, in the dark until it had to reveal what it had been working on. Rumours had circulated about a possible solution and those speculations were gaining momentum and getting louder.

The proposal surprised and appalled everybody. The first reaction was deep scepticism quickly followed by anger, but the team had foreseen the reaction and had quickly quelled the fury. As they slowly unveiled the project explaining in detail each part of it, hope replaced these misgivings, there was light at the end of the tunnel.

Like so many inventions and discoveries in the past, the project’s final piece of the jigsaw originated accidentally. It took a chance encounter and deep discussion between two brilliant biologists and an equally brilliant electrochemist to dare believe they could create a thing that would not only work to solve the planet’s problems but would continue to work to the benefit of humanity.

The three, recruited late into the project, had worked on similar ideas in their own laboratories. Their own undertakings had failed because they did not have access to what the team working under the Earth Council had produced. When they inadvertently came together it was a light bulb moment and Operation Salvation was born under secrecy.

After the testing of the system, the small team revealed to their master’s a super-computer. It was not any type of super-computer, they had been around for generations, as had artificial intelligence which had failed humanity. People were naturally suspicious of manmade AI because all it had achieved was to put masses out of work with nothing to fill the void. The visionaries had said people who lost their jobs to AI would find work in whole new and different fields, fields not yet seen or invented. It was a familiar argument; to prevent global warming required the invention of technologies which never happened.

As people found themselves out of work and placed onto the ends of long queue’s looking for employment, the social budgets grew but with less income tax collected to pay for it. The situation compounded as more and more people became unemployed. In some countries they eventually outlawed AI technology as their unemployed populations started to riot.

What the three brilliant members of the team developed had real intelligence. It was able to think for itself like humans, had the ability to digest information and make informed decisions it could simultaneously learn from. The fear the developers had was it would start making decisions outside of its programmed parameters but that had not been the case. It had been a risk activating the computer, but they simply had no other choice.

Its ability to learn had been exponential with its decision making having an accuracy level far superior to humans because there were no ideologies, emotions, self-interest, or any other human trait to hamstring it. The machine did not suffer from hatred, anger, or conversely love and loyalty. It was the cleverest thinking machine ever invented, with the ability to take in a question, think about it, look at the information available and come up with an answer. It could formulate opinions and ask counter questions that had the effect of making humans think hard.

Within days of coming online, it started formulating its own conclusions, computations, and calculations, it also left its design parameters behind. During the testing phase it had given rise to three new fields in mathematics which the machine used to improve itself.

The safety features the team had installed proved to be non-essential (they found later the machine had bypassed them anyway). The computer had no desire to harm humans or anything else, it did not figure into its thinking. There was no ego or desires, especially for power, to deal with or factor in. People asked it a question; it gave an answer. If it could not give an answer it would think about the problem and eventually come up with something.

To give their invention as much information as the team could supply it, the group linked the old remaining global computing networks and the internet to their system so it could absorb everything already learnt by humans including the planet’s history.

The name they applied to the machine was the Human and Environmental Survival System, HESS, and to humanise it they gave it the voice of a softly spoken female. The staff quickly referred to her as Hessie, just to give it a more feminine character. Hessie began to take on her own characteristics and personality, even a sense of humour.

***
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IN THE HALLS OF THE Central Government, discussions took place as to what they wanted Hessie to do first, it was going to be their way of testing the system to see if she was as good as the developers were boasting.

The first official task given to the Hessie team was to ask her to come up with the means of providing a clean and renewable energy source. The doubtful politicians sat back and waited, expecting either an answer in the negative some months down the track or failure.

After a week, for which she had apologised for taking so long, Hessie gave humans controlled nuclear fusion utilising a process called sonoluminescence. Scientists had long thought the development was a pipe dream and unobtainable, just a theory, but Hessie gave humans the energy system they had been searching for overnight. The power source had always been out of reach, primarily through the efforts of the powerful energy sector. Not only did Hessie give them the means of producing it but also designs for the plants needed to generate it.

Work started at once on building the power stations, and six months later the first of them started to produce unlimited and clean power. It took another six months before all countries were self-reliant on electricity and slowly the lights came back on.

Hessie produced the schematics to build plants that would clear the air of pollution and remove excess carbon, to start cleaning up the oceans and to revegetate the planet thanks to the small number of cold storage seed banks around the world which had kept the seeds from every single known plant.

She designed factories capable of manufacturing and piping quality and abundant fresh water to the places needing it. This continued for many years, but as the air quality improved it started raining clean potable water, reservoirs started to refill, trickles of water ran again down desiccated riverbeds.

With clean water assured, Hessie shut down the dangerous water producing factories and reclamation plants. The first time clean natural rainwater fell from the sky, the world had celebrated, the authorities declared a global public holiday. It was to remind future generations just how close humans had come to becoming extinct due to their own stupidity.

It had been a little more difficult with animal life, but thanks to some forward-thinking scientists who had collected and stored as much DNA as possible from every available species, typical farming animals were reintroduced. To bring the environment back into equilibrium, scientists created others. With Hessie’s help, they even managed to bring back some animals that had become extinct prior to the problems that had plagued the planet.

The oceans had presented the largest problem. It had taken close to a century to get them back to the same state they had been in during the middle of the twentieth century, but the cleaning process continued until they had it back to the way nature intended.

Getting the water temperature right had presented the biggest problem but Hessie invented systems that allowed engineers to gain control of it by circulating the cold water from the deepest parts of the oceans to the top.

The currents came back, salinity and acidity levels reduced, and slowly over time aquatic animal life became reintroduced along with vegetation. Eventually, nature took its course. Into the first quarter of the third millennium the seas were again full of sea life with whales following their migratory paths as they bred and lived their lives in peace. Their freshwater cousins were also becoming abundant as the world’s waterways once again flowed with fresh, clean water.

What told the remaining human population they had saved the planet was when ice began to form at the poles and glaciers reappeared. Cartographers had to redraw maps.

Typical of vegetation, with the land cleansed and water from clean rain added, plant life began sprouting up everywhere much to the amazement of most people who thought it long gone. It just needed the right conditions and some help. Green belts started popping up in huge tracts of land, and once established it generated and supported its own ecosystems, including animal life, as it had for millions of years before.

Plants reclaimed the deserts that had formed because of the actions, or inactions, of humans and the vegetation flourished once again providing food and sustainment. The monsoons came back helping to create the lush green jungles that had once saturated the tropics.

Over a very long period, with the global population estimated to be around seven hundred and fifty million, humans had reversed their downward spiral and had begun to grow again. This time there were strict controls put in place to manage population growth. The G6 voted to keep the one government policy.

Hessie continued to make recommendations, improving technology which progressed the lives of all humans. People finally lived in peace and harmony with their world instead of trying to strip it for their own ends. Balance had finally come to the world and nature responded accordingly. The largest terraforming project ever seen had saved the planet and it was all because three people had a vision they were prepared to foster.

Scared of what wealth and power could do to people, the monetary system, and the market-based economy with it, were never reintroduced. People worked for the benefit of their communities and countries, in return their governments provided everything they needed or wished for. The barter system was quite common, people could trade labour for a return or goods they produced for something they wished to have. They could trade commodities they had grown or had received.

It had soon become clear, human nature being what it was, people would need to have the ability to grow and compete so they could have status in society. In the past this had resulted in the mass accumulation of capital, something nobody wanted to see again, so the Central Government came up with an ingenious idea.

People could work as hard as they liked. There was a basic seven-hour day for everybody, and they worked five days a week. The schools worked the same timeline. The world authority provided the basics for a comfortable life but if a person wanted to improve themselves, they could do so by earning status points.

If a person worked harder than their allotted hours or went above and beyond expectations, there was the ability to earn added status points. The more points a person gained the higher their standing. People could still mingle in certain circles of a higher society and aim to improve their lot in life. They could earn better accommodation, better vehicles, or exotic holidays. Even better elective health services.

Governments held functions for people of a certain position to attend, with invitations to those with the points sent out. It was a form of snobbery people could either aim for or simply not bother with, but it meant they could have all the trappings of the wealthy in the past without doing the damage wealth caused.

Hessie oversaw the allocation of the points using a complicated matrix which stopped rorting, favouritism and nepotism although owners of their points could trade them away.

There were still those who pandered to human weaknesses such as drug lords and there was still a small underworld, but they too could not accumulate wealth. Instead, they accumulated power. Power over people. They did this by trading things such as weapons and armaments, child pornography, slavery, and information. The slave trade was a particular problem with the criminal elements deep underground. It was another reason to keep the armed forces and active police services.

Strict controls limited human populations and restricted their movements. They taught children from a very early age it was not an invasion of civil liberties but a simple matter of continuing to improve all human lives to ensure the damage they caused to the planet was minimal. They grew up with the system and thought nothing of it.

Eventually, there was less civil disobedience over incursions into human rights. Typically, a small number of rebellious groups had existed, trying to live outside the system, but they were disorganised and leaderless. Most of them were constantly in disagreement with each other and themselves posing no real threat so the authorities left them alone unless they broke the law.

Agencies mandated the construction of all major building projects, including housing be from recycled material. There was a huge effort to clean up and process the resources from the cities and towns of old for reuse in a sensible and clean way.

Halfway through the third millennium, new clean cities appeared replacing the old. They were not the huge metropolises previously built, there was not the human population to fill them, so Hessie and engineers concentrated building in city centres where people could live and work. The inner suburbs were utilised and rebuilt but the outer suburbs remained neglected with vegetation slowly reclaiming them. There was not enough people to put into these suburbs but there were some inhabitants, vagrants, petty criminals and drug users who still lived in the crumbling ruins.
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Chapter 4: Malcolm Borgstrom
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There were many people who had little need or desire for increasing status points, many were content with their lives. Malcolm Borgstrom was one of them, he referred to them as “snobbery points”, something his mother had spent a lifetime accumulating, all for an end he could not understand. She had put a lot of effort and energy into her points neglecting everything and everyone else in the process.

Malcolm was a plodder in life. He lacked confidence and had very little drive or ambition, he did all the authorities needed from him and nothing more. He was also a loner.

He was in no way competitive, so long as he lived a comfortable life doing what he liked he was happy. He had his small government supplied unit in the city, his communications network, Hessie, and electronic games to keep him company. He had plenty of “friends”, it was just he had never met them face to face.

As a child, Malcolm had been an amiable lad. Polite, courteous and no trouble at all, but academically he was hopeless. The desire to give all humans a decent education was a noble idea, but some just did not have the capacity to sit in a classroom all day and concentrate on those things that seemed more important to others. It was not something new.

In primary and high schools, Malcolm lost concentration quickly, spending most of his time staring out the window wishing he was outside under the sky and clouds. It was something that followed him into adult hood.

He got on well with most of his teachers in high school, but not so much those in the lower grades in primary school, particularly one, but that had been for different reasons. His high school teachers never gave up on him, but they had all struggled to connect with him intellectually.

All but one. A young trainee teacher came to the school Malcolm was attending. Over a period of a few weeks, she spent time watching and talking to him. The woman had concluded he would make a good landscape gardener or designer, even an arborist. She discussed gardening and farming with him in depth. She knew deep down he was the type of kid who should have been outside amongst the trees and plants, out in the open air doing the sort of things most people did not want to do.

As much as Malcolm appreciated the talks and her suggestions, she struggled to convince him of it. At that age he just wanted to be like all the other kids, involved with technology and the other things they were into.

His mother had no interest in encouraging him, she had little interest in her son full stop, all she wanted was to gather points and lots of them. When the student teacher left, the idea he should be outside working the land left with her.

As he did on most lonely nights when he was not gaming, Malcolm was trolling Hessie’s extensive online network of information. She was the new millennium’s internet and he spend many of his evenings sitting in front of the large screen in his lounge.

He ignored the pornography, it bored him, but he liked to read about history and one night he stumbled across a topic he had never heard of before. As he read the rolling screen it had been as though a light bulb exploded inside his head. The material was something he had been looking for without ever realising it and there it was, all before him.

The origins and main characters who had devised and built the food growing systems were all included complete with their thoughts at the time. It included where the authors thought the systems may make a difference regarding feeding people whilst looking after the planet. It even had transcripts of lectures and talks they had given.

Malcolm had never heard of the words or terms “permaculture”, “organic gardening”, “Bio Intensive Growing Systems” or “Bio Intensive Agriculture”. He would not be able to recall how he had even come to be seeking the information on such farming practices in the first place, his young student teacher had certainly never mentioned such things, but since finding it, he had become obsessed.

Some of the conversations he had had with the teacher came back to him and he now wished he had paid more attention and taken her advice, but it was not too late.

The dream of running a small plot of land to grow his own food whilst increasing its biodiversity and to live sustainably, as they had done centuries before, was a desire he had not been able to explain.

There was zero interest for him in owning a commercial farm, there were plenty of them. He assumed modern farmers were growing food in a similar manner, but he was not sure. He wanted to grow his own food, and if there was an excess, then move it back into the food supply system that now fed the planet’s people and their livestock.

Malcolm found it amazing the techniques that contributed to the bio intensive method were present in the agriculture of the ancient Chinese, Greeks, and Mayans as well as in Europe and Africa at certain epochs and it intrigued him. He wondered how it could be the planet had sustained so much damage in the past if farming practices like these had been around for so long.

He read about the Biodynamic French Intensive agricultural system and the eight steps which, when he thought about it, seemed perfectly logical. He became determined to at least give it a go if allowed.

Even Malcolm realised the benefits were enormous, it was just all so sensible. The system used less water, something encouraged by the central government. It used less fertilisers, energy and resources, things also strongly supported. Add to that the increase in soil fertility and all done on less land which preserved existing ecosystems and encouraged diversity. According to Hessie, it was an easily implemented system with sustainable production methods. He would be eating his own produce, something that resulted in his own hard work and sweat, not that of others.

A few months after initially stumbling on the idea of farming, Malcolm found the courage to make an application to the relevant land management department to take possession of a block of land he could manage and develop. It took months of toing and froing. He had to answer questions and supply information about what he wanted to do with the land. The department ask questions around his lack of education, it took a lot of effort to convince the bureaucrats he could teach himself, what he was proposing did not require a university degree.

He managed to convince them he could do it, so the department insisted on a business plan listing what he wanted to grow and what was to become of the produce. They were interested in knowing how he intended achieving his goals and the timelines involved.

Malcolm refused to give in to the constant questions and delays. He had expected it, but it did wear him down. He had never tried so hard in his life to get something he dearly wanted; any other time, Malcolm would have conceded defeat.

Finally, after several face-to-face meetings they provided him with two acres of land on an extended lease system. If he was successful, they would eventually confer the land to him.

He had to meet certain criteria with planned and unscheduled audits conducted to determine his progress but none of that bothered him. Even the reports he would have to send on an annual basis gave him no undue stress.

The department strongly stipulated he had to report any issues with the land, water, or air quality at once, along with any disease and the remedial actions he took or proposed. He had to achieve it all in a certified organic manner.

As a matter of course, they had allocated a bureaucrat to oversee and advise him through all the processes and requirements and to ensure he obeyed all of them.

None of the endless red tape and officialdom daunted Malcolm, it was a part of the process. The government department would not allow him to finish work with the civil engineering department he was currently employed with, not until they saw some real progress and commitment to the life he wanted to set up for himself. For the time being he could only work the land on weekends and holidays which was fine by him, he was not sure himself if it was a lifestyle that would completely suit him, there was a very small element of doubt.

***
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THREE YEARS AFTER HE started the process, Malcolm found himself standing at the gateway of a vacant block of land deep in the rural sector of the lower south-east of South Australia. Demarcating the block’s boundaries on two sides and at the rear was sagging sheep fencing supported by rusting star pickets, the front boundary was open. There was more fence missing than in place.

He was holding an electronic clipboard and a stencil as his first task, according to his overseer, was to come up with a plan for the block. Initially horrified he would have to deal with a woman, she had proven to be not only very helpful but very knowledgeable, she was quite keen to see him succeed. She was one of the main reasons why he was standing where he was, under an azure sky and a warm sun. He stayed standing and staring for some time not daring to believe he was there. He could not help but think at any moment a government employee will come along and tell him it had all been a big mistake.

He breathed in the smell of the dirt and vegetation, the odours of the flock of sheep in the large farming paddock on his right infiltrating his nostrils, he thought it was about the best thing he had ever smelt in his life.

The block had just one feature, on his right was a large mature pepper tree a few metres in from the sheep fence, its drooping nature had its fine, olive-coloured leaves dragging on the ground. He looked at it and could smell its “peppery” odour, it was obvious. He liked the tree but knew it was a noxious weed, whether it stayed or went would be up to him. At least if he decided to get rid of it there would be no endless form filling.

There was only two dwellings on the road the block was on. About a kilometre away, perched on top of a slight hill on either side of the road, were two farmhouses. Although Malcolm had yet to meet the owners, his overseer had told him occupying one was a middle-aged still farming couple, their son Cooper lived with his own family in the property opposite. The son and his wife had a one-month-old baby girl and an older son who Malcolm gauged to be primary school age. The father and son worked the farm whilst the son’s wife worked as a nurse at the local hospital. Looking after the children during the working week happily done by Nanna, Cooper’s mother.

With an intake of air filling his lungs, Malcolm took his first step onto the land and his mind filled with the possibilities, where the house would be, what animals the small acreage would support and where, and what types of vegetables he could grow.

He followed the fence line on his left activating the board and searched for a satellite signal so he could chart the land accurately. Once he had a signal, he strode down the length of the fence until he got to the corner and turned right and did the same until he had the boundary correctly marked on the board. Then, using GPS coordinates, he put the location of the pepper tree on the map.

Malcolm spent the next three hours walking backwards and forwards, up and down making notes on the device trying to work out where things should go. It was getting late by the time he finished so he took his small hydrogen powered vehicle back to a caravan park in a small town ten kilometres away. He was using a one-person cabin and spent the night there, grabbing a pizza for dinner. Once settled, he at once started firing questions at Hessie.

By the time he was ready for bed, Malcolm had a rough plan on the electronic board. Hessie suggested considering things like the course the sun took through the different seasons and water runoff when it rained. Using that information, he had placed the positions and orientations of the house, a workshop, the animal and poultry enclosures, plus glass houses. He also had some idea as to where he wanted his raised and ground vegetable beds to be. He included large water tanks for the harvesting of rain and where the ornamentals including Australian native trees and shrubs would go. He even included hives for native and European bees.

He ran the plan past Hessie who thought it was a good with minor tweaks suggested but not necessary. One tweak she did suggest and to which he agreed was the removal of the tree.

***
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AS HE CLIMBED INTO bed in the cabin, his thoughts turned to his life and achievements, or rather the lack of them. He did not have many accomplishments to his name, but the opportunity this land presented would be the only one that mattered to him.

Malcolm had just celebrated his fortieth birthday. He still had a reasonable head of hair even though his mother had told him he would be bald by the time he was thirty just like his useless father. He was overweight, not obese, just soft and pudgy. He was still single which did not surprise his mother as she strongly suspected he was gay, which he was not, although it was an easy assumption to make. He had never been in a relationship of any kind with a woman other than acquaintances or work colleagues. It was not that he did not like women, he just found it excruciating to talk to the ones he did not know or barely knew, or somebody had just introduced him to.

Malcolm was fine with the women he worked with; he got on very well with them including his boss who he had known since school. All that changed if he found himself in a situation where he would have to find something to talk about to a female he had just met, it was usually a disaster.

All the women in his office thought he was sweet, but they never included him in their social lives because he was just too awkward. The males on the other hand thought he was just hopeless. They did not invite him out of spite, they just thought it was cruel to see him suffering whenever another woman he did not know joined the party.

Malcolm was very self-conscious and could feel himself reddening whenever presented to a female for the first time. He was quite happy to avoid those sorts of situations, it was easier on him and the lady.

To him, a good night out was either a movie, or, if he was at home and not surfing Hessie, he loved sitting in his virtual environment simulator seat fighting aliens or any other enemy. He had a program that had him piloting an obsolete fossil fuel plane from the twentieth century which he also enjoyed.

He lived on his own in a single bedroom high-rise apartment block close to his work. He normally walked there unless it was inclement weather in which case he took the tube, a network of clear plastic pipes traversing the larger cities carrying carriages. On the occasions he used the tube he would inevitably find himself sitting near a woman who got on one stop after his. He dearly wanted to find the courage to talk to her, but it would not come to him. The very thought of going up and trying to strike up a conversation made his heart pound in his chest; sweat would bead on his forehead and trickle down his neck. She always acknowledged him with a courteous nod of the head or a quiet hello but that was the extent of their relationship.

If he was honest with himself, he would have admitted living in a rural environment would be much more appealing, out there he did not have to deal with his chronic shyness.

It was odd, he knew he had not always been the way he was, and when he thought about it, he surmised the problem started when his father walked out on him and his mother, he had been aged five. To compensate and show the world she could more than manage without a man in her life, his mother had become a socialite who worked long hours, had many brief affairs, and showed little interest in him or his activities. Her disinterest escalated as he aged. Add to that the problem he had with a female primary school teacher and he could easily explain his shyness.

Malcolm would come home to an empty house and often went hungry because she did not have time nor the inclination for mundane things like ordering in food or cooking. He was quite young when he took control of such things as groceries and housework, it was either that or live in a messy dump starving. Having to look after himself and the house did not leave him much time to do the things a young boy would normally do. Over time he withdrew, having less and less interaction with other kids, apart from four. One in primary school and three in the high school he attended.

The kid who took a shine to him for all the wrong reasons in primary school was Bradley Dacomb, a very unpleasant individual who made it a daily mission to make Malcolm’s life a complete misery.

Dacomb was a violent individual who had grown up in a brutal environment. He had learnt early in his young life how to use his fists or any other weapon he could get his hands on to defend himself and to survive.

Bradley was big for his age, so it was not unusual for him to take on kids who were three or four years older than he was, and he usually won.

Unfortunately, there was only one way for Malcolm to walk to the school so he tried staggering the times in the hope he would avoid Bradley. It worked some mornings but not on others, on those occasions he would get to school with a black eye, cut lips or dirty clothes after Bradley had mashed his victim into the dirt or mud. One such beating had given him a broken nose which bled for an hour.

On one instance, Bradley had taken great delight in scaring Malcolm with a knife. The threat was so real, Malcolm had wet himself and he had to waddle into school with a large dark patch on his trousers.

Even Bradley’s laugh was horrible, he would follow Malcolm all the way to the school cackling and taunting him.

As a teenager, Bradley had eventually gone to prison, doing several stretches which came as no surprise to anybody. He was a thug who just loved beating people up. It was rumoured he had even killed a person, but the police could never prove it.

Malcolm had heard Bradley was currently out on bail and living with his parents or parent, but he was not sure and did not really care. In his opinion, prison was too good for him.

After running the gauntlet with Bradley, he would get to school only to find his problems were not yet over. He then had to deal with the very prim, proper and disciplined Ms Fletcher, another unpleasant individual, who took no pity on him, quite the opposite. She was his grade teacher and loved to ridicule him when he walked into the classroom looking as though he had been through the wringer.

‘You’re a disgrace, Borgstrom, a weak disgrace,’ she would say in front of all the other kids in his class, most of whom laughed.

When he had walked in with wet trousers, she made him sit and refused his request to go home and change. She was a first-class bitch and he loathed her, but she loathed him more. One reason for her despising him was because he would never break down and cry, he just kept it inside and never complained. No matter how hard she made his life or how cruel she treated him he never broke, it irked her to the point where she would double her efforts.

Ms Fletcher had the habit of holding her head high and looking down on her students which scared most of them. They all thought she was some sort of witch. She was the type of teacher who had been born two or three thousand or so years too late, she would have been quite at home in the classrooms of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. When a child angered her, she would stand a metre from them and stare down with piercing eyes saying nothing. Those kids looking on would see the poor recipient wilt under the pressure.

According to rumour, she was still at that same primary school but was now the head mistress. Malcolm pitied the young students and wondered about a school system that allowed such a person to still be a teacher.

When Malcolm finally went to high school, he thought his problems had gone away, but he was very wrong. Bradley had gone to juvenile detention to finish his education, so that put him out of the picture. He had heard JD had simply made him more violent, he spent more time in confinement than in a classroom.

At high school, it was as though Malcolm was a magnet for bullies and derision. It was here he came across not one bully but a small gang of three. James Wallace was their leader, the two followers were David Heelis and Giles Packer, and like Bradley, they made it a point to make his day as bad as it could possibly be. The trouble with high school was the bullying took place more than once a day. They came looking for him before school started, at lunch time and after school, even between classes. He would often have to run home to get away from them. It was a gauntlet he had to navigate every school day; the stress took its toll.

The small gang never took knives or other weapons to him, they were not that violent, they just taunted him or pushed him to the ground and sat on him. Once, James urinated on him but that was the worst of it. Mostly, it was just standard bullying, but Malcolm never asked for help from other students or teachers and never made a formal complaint.

His mental state had him believing it was his fault, somebody had to be the brunt of this sort of treatment, it just happened to be him. He mistakenly tried telling his mother about it once, but she showed as much interest as Ms Fletcher had the first time somebody had bullied him, probably less.

His mother was totally indifferent to all aspects of his life, so he would simply go home, launder his clothes, clean himself up then get on with preparing his dinner. If he felt like it, he would then do his homework, if not he was happy to cop the consequences.

If his mother came home whilst he was still up and about, it was always a fifty-fifty proposition, she would normally take herself off to bed rarely even acknowledging him (even less if she was drunk or had brought somebody home). It was obvious to him he was a burden to her, the best thing he could do was stay out of her way. He was determined to leave home the first opportunity he had.

Malcolm had to put up with the bullying for four years, it never relented but he took solace in his own company and spent his time in the school library. Not so much for the reading but it was quiet, there was no way any tormenter would step foot in there so he could play computer games without anybody disturbing him.

As adults, David and Giles ran a small wine bar in the centre of the city, whilst James, ironically enough to Malcolm, had become a police officer. There was the temptation on the odd occasion to go to the bar and Malcolm had taken a step into the place once. The moment he saw the pair taking orders for drinks he recognised them. An irrational wave of fear had come over him and he had lost his nerve, he had turned around and left.

Malcolm blinked and came out of his daydream. All that was in the past, his future was now looking a lot brighter, he was going to work hard to achieve his goals, he wanted to make something of himself, for himself, to be useful and needed.

***
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MALCOLM ATE BREAKFAST and then sent his plan to his overseer who came back with some minor recommendations and requirements. He made his way back to the block and started to implement the changes.

He then provided the information to Hessie. She gave him the optimal necessities, but it did not suit the environmental control people.

Typical, he thought. They think they’re better than Hessie.

None of what they wanted bothered him, he could not care less which way his house faced or how many water tanks they wanted. The process laboured on, but he was happy.

It would always be sad when he had to regretfully leave the land and go back to his mundane life in a city office block working with engineers and other professionals whilst he went about the business of doing the small tedious tasks required for the day to day running of the offices. He was a good dog’s body and that was all he would ever be in that place, but it was now a means to an end.

***
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AFTER ANOTHER WEEKEND spent on his property, Malcolm had a spring in his step on his way to work, he was in such a great place mentally he walked to his workplace even though there was drizzle in the air. He did not know why he was feeling the way he was. It could be he subconsciously felt so close to his goal now that it was influencing him, or the fact he was spending more time at his country block, or the expectation of receiving a communication saying he was good to go with his latest plans. It could have been for all those reasons.

When he thought about it, he did not really know but he liked it. He loved every minute of being out there amongst the sheep, crops, and weeds. He was feeling so good he had no regrets not having the opportunity to see the woman he would dearly have liked to have talked to on the train. None of that mattered.

He could not stop thinking about it and did not recall a lot of the trip into work that Monday morning, he was in autopilot, deep in his thoughts. Even the women and other office staff noticed something different about him, they could not put their fingers on what it was, but it seemed to them something had changed Malcolm, for the better.

The first thing on Monday mornings was a brief staff meeting where they spent the first five minutes talking about their weekends. Malcolm rarely had much to offer in that regard, but this day was different, he had a whole lot to tell his colleagues and it gutted him when none of them appeared to have any interest in it.

They had politely asked Malcolm how his weekend was, but as soon as he started answering, they found an excuse to talk to somebody else who had something far more interesting to talk about. A couple of them simply looked at him with glazed eyes, totally disinterested. He desperately wanted to share his weekend with somebody but even his boss thought it was mundane. Only Malcolm could think an empty dirt block in the middle of nowhere was interesting.

What he thought was boring, was their pathetic lives cooped up in an office all day talking shit and taking shit from people who thought they were superior to them, but he said nothing, just accepted it. One thing for sure though, he was not going to let them ruin his day, he was on a natural high and he wanted it to stay that way.

Malcolm then realised the possibility some or all of them might be jealous, he was moving on with his life and they did not like it. Dull old Malcolm moving on, away from them to a better existence. This put a smile on his face hoping it was true. He liked most of his colleagues, but he doubted very much he would miss them.

The meeting moved on to the weeks work but he had trouble concentrating on it, his thoughts were in the south-east of the state on a two-acre block of land.

After the meeting his boss asked him to stay back for a moment. When the room had cleared, she turned to him. ‘What’s wrong with you today, Mal?’ she asked with concern on her face.

The shortened version of his name was fine by him, but he hoped any newly acquired acquaintances in the country would come up with some witty and clever nickname for him. That would top off the new life perfectly.

He looked at her with a wry smile on his face. ‘I’m fine, Lesley, why?’

‘Let me think,’ she replied with a sigh. ‘It’s because you had zero input into this morning’s meeting, or when asked several questions you looked as though you were on holiday somewhere. We had to ask several times to get you to respond.’

‘Oh, sorry. It’s just I was at the block again on the weekend, and well, I’m a bit distracted.’

Her demeanour changed; any concern gone. ‘That bloody block, I’m sick of hearing about it. You need to concentrate on your job here, not there. I don’t have to remind you what tomorrow is, do I?’

He thought about the question for a moment but could not come up with whatever she was on about.

‘Sorry,’ he said again.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ she hissed. ‘We have all the HOD’s down here tomorrow for the meeting with the environmental departments from the G6 and you’re telling me you forgot about it. It doesn’t get any bigger than this for our department, for me, especially me, and we need to be on the ball, Malcolm, got it?’

‘Ah, that. Yeah, it’s all under control,’ he replied without any real conviction.

‘It had better be,’ Lesley said brusquely. ‘Now go and check that things are all under control and be quick about it. I want a report on my desk at the close of business today.’

Malcolm got up and left the room shutting the door quietly behind him.

***
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LESLEY SAT WHERE SHE was for a moment looking at the door Malcolm had just passed through. If it was not for the fact he had come to her providing the details of his intentions regarding moving into the country, as protocols obliged him to do, she would have recommended to her superiors they move him on months ago. She would have felt guilty about it for thirty minutes tops.

They had been at high school together; he had dropped out before completing his final years whilst university had beckoned her. Different managers had pushed Malcolm from one department to another, he had not progressed in any of them. It was not that he was lazy, far from it. He just showed no initiative, drive, or ambition.

It was clear to her if Malcolm would have known back then what he knew now he would have applied to go to an agricultural school. On completion he would have moved into the country getting into farming or related work much earlier in his life. Lesley, on the other hand, had excelled at her studies and was one of the youngest managers within a semi-government department.

She sighed and got up. The stress of tomorrow’s meeting had been building and she went to her office and took a quick nip of whisky from a flask she kept in her top drawer. She thought about it and then took another which settled her jagged nerve ends allowing her to concentrate on what she had to do.

***
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WITH HIS MOOD BROKEN, Malcolm glumly made his way back to his desk passing the women in their cubicles, they all took furtive glances at him as he passed them. Lesley had destroyed his morning, but he could not really blame her, he had not been concentrating on his work, he knew that, but he desperately wanted to be somewhere else.

His desk was the only one not within a cubicle offering him the same or similar privacy everybody else had. There was nowhere for him to have small private bits and pieces, not that he had any, but it would have been nice to be out of plain sight. Sometimes he felt like a bug under a microscope. He was not sure whether it was proper to have a picture of his elderly mother next to his communicating screen or not but a photo of her was the last thing he would have put up.

As the day drew on, one after another of the females in the department lumped more and more of their work onto him, which was good, he did not have time to think about his land and the life it offered. Instead, they asked him to complete all the menial tasks they could not or would not do. To top it all off, he still had to get the report Lesley had asked for onto her desk before he knocked off. As a result, he was late getting out of the place, but Lesley had been happy with what he had produced.

On the tube he had time to start thinking once again about his future and he fell into a light sleep dreaming about it. Only the announcement of his stop woke him. He made his way home where he cooked himself a burger and chips, then fell asleep reading the information Hessie had supplied on his communicator screen about double digging and raised garden beds. He was starting on composting when he nodded off.

***
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MALCOLM WOKE THE FOLLOWING morning before his alarm, still dressed and his communicator still active. His backside had pins and needles that ran down the back of his legs. He wiped his hands over his face and lowered his communicator, he needed a shower and a shave. The big day for the department was at hand, all the organising and associated stress would culminate in a splendid day, he did not want to be late.

He ate as he sat on the carriage in the tube, arriving at work half an hour earlier than he normally would. He had the place to himself so he made his way to the conference room and set up the communicator screen and loaded the presentation Lesley would be giving, making sure it all worked.

He then busied himself with the beverages as other members of the staff started arriving. No sooner had he completed one task they began detailing him off for small jobs they had yet to complete. The conference was due to take place midmorning but already the panic was setting in. This was the first time his division was hosting delegates from the environmental departments, and it was a big deal. It could make or break careers, certainly not his but Lesley had a lot to lose if it all went pear shaped.

The guests started arriving just after ten. On completion of Lesley’s greeting to the HOD’s (which Malcolm found sickening), and the introduction to most of the staff, it was Malcolm’s job to show their guests to the conference room and to bring in the first round of food and drink. They barely acknowledged him, which was fine by Malcolm, a low profile was not necessarily a bad thing in his eyes. When you’re flying high you had further to fall, in his opinion.

All was going well until the communicator and the electronic presentation decided to pack up. Hastily made calls to the IT department and to Hessie proved fruitless, so Lesley suggested an early lunch whilst a help desk team member tried to get the presentation back on track.

It was up to Malcolm to get the refreshments to the visitors, but the catering had been the responsibility of others, two female staff members who had assured him everything was organised and ready.

On contacting the caterers, they told him that not only could they not deliver the food and drinks early, but they had the order down for the following day. They sent the order form over to Malcolm to verify it with him.

It appeared the delivery of the presentation for a project in the making for several years was never going to happen, not on that day. On top of that, the fat cats were going to go away hungry and thirsty.

Somehow, it fell to Malcolm to give the bad news to Lesley who flew into a rage. ‘You’re an incompetent arsehole, Malcolm, this fiasco is on your shoulders.’

He tried to apologise which fell on deaf ears. After escaping her office, he grabbed a couple of the office staff and went to a local café where they managed to get some salad rolls and cakes, it was the best they could do at short notice.

The guests were less than impressed and made their displeasure known to the HOD’s. In turn, they passed it on down to Lesley who, instead of investigating who had responsibility for what, at once focused on Malcolm.

Pulling him to one side she hissed at him. ‘Get the fuck out of my sight, out of this place before I rip your fucking head off its useless fucking shoulders.’

She then called a staff meeting. Lesley was in damage control, she needed to salvage something from the mess.

Totally depressed, Malcolm made his way to the closest bar and ordered a beer. He was not a big drinker; a couple was about his limit, but he managed half a dozen. He eventually staggered out of the place and weaved his way to the tube where people gave him a wide berth.

Being as drunk as he was, Malcolm tried to strike up a conversation with a woman sitting on a bench waiting for her train, he kept mumbling something about letting his team down forcing the woman to get up and move away. A couple of station employees approached and warned him against harassing the passengers. Slurring his words, he promised he would not do it again. He managed to not only get onto his train but to get off at the right stop and by the time he got home he was starting to sober up. That lousy “should have stayed drunk” feeling came over him, along with the onset of a mild hangover.

He stood under the shower for twenty minutes trying to wash away a shitty day and his mood. He knew the problems had not been his fault and further still he kept asking himself why he had not said something. Maybe because he knew Lesley would have taken it as a pathetic attempt to blame somebody else, probably a female, which would have brought sneers and made him feel worse.

Or it could be you’re a weak, spineless prick who refuses to stand up for himself, the thought entered his mind.

He sighed. He was in no mood for cooking so he grabbed some fruit along with a glass of water and sat down and talked to Hessie to see if she could cheer him up. He ended up where he always seemed to end up lately, researching agricultural systems.

Malcolm whiled away the rest of the day and into the early evening doing his research before deciding to pay a visit to the old section of the state library which was a short tube trip into town.

The library consisted of two main parts, the first and largest section was where people could read electronic books and other reading material. Occupying the much smaller second section were shelves of customary books that a traditionalist could pick up and leaf through. This second sector had become forsaken because people seemed to have gone off the idea of these types of manuscripts. When he entered it for the first time, Malcolm found the silence to be quite pervading and unsettling. He had never known silence quite like it, he could hear and hence be aware of his own breathing.

The other thing he noticed was the smell of the place, the books had a certain odour about them which was far from unpleasant, just unusual. They smelt of aged paper and fingers that had rolled the pages back year after year. He looked around and thought he had the place to himself which suited him fine.

He picked up a book at random and smelt it. The thought of how many people must have handled it over the years and the enjoyment it must have given them passed through his mind.

Malcolm quickly adjusted to the silence and spent the first thirty minutes simply wandering around between the aisles looking up and wondering at the tall shelves stacked full of reading material. He fell in love with the place, the solitude and silence had gone from disturbing him to welcoming him in its embrace.

‘Wonderful, aren’t they?’ a female voice said making him jump. The question echoed through the room and split the quietness.

He turned and found himself looking at a middle-aged woman standing at the far end of the row of books he had been admiring.

Malcolm could already feel his face getting hot and his throat clenching threatening to choke him.

‘We don’t get many people in here but those who do come in for the first time do exactly what you’ve been doing, they just walk around and take it all in,’ she said, slowly approaching him.

Malcolm could feel his hands starting to tremble, he put them in his pockets hoping she would not notice. His heart rate was increasing, and he felt the beads of sweat forming.

‘Give me a good book any day, I’ve never understood why people like to read electric screens, they lack something. No personality I think,’ she continued drawing her eyes up towards the top of the shelves.

Malcolm said nothing in reply, he just hoped the woman would go away and leave him in peace.

‘My name is Alex, short for Alexia. I’m the librarian here,’ she said looking back at him. ‘Don’t say much, do you?’

He shook his head and looked at his feet.

Alex turned her back on him. ‘Anyway, if you need something or any help just come and find me.’

‘L . . .L . . .Librarian?’ he stammered, his face going a darker shade of red.

She turned back to face him.

‘That’s right, not many of us around anymore thanks to the electronic world but I wouldn’t swap this for anything. I look after the books and help people searching for certain reading material, or with their research.’

Malcolm looked up and turned back to the shelf and nodded.

‘Is there something you’re looking for in particular?’ she asked kindly.

He was trying to relax and to tell himself she was not going to bite but it was hard with the situation getting worse because he did not want to appear rude. She was trying to be friendly; he was clammed up tight.

‘Agriculture,’ he finally blurted out still not looking at the woman. ‘Books on agriculture, please?’

‘Interesting, that’s a topic not often asked for, but we do have it. Follow me.’

He did as she asked keeping his distance. Her long pleated black skirt swishing back and forth as he followed.

‘You really are a quiet one, aren’t you? I’d prattle on for ages given half a chance,’ Alex said turning down an aisle at the farthest wall.

She scanned her eyes up and down several shelves until she found what she was looking for.

‘Here you go, it starts from here and goes down to the end of the shelf,’ she said pointing.

Malcolm stepped backwards, his back hard up against the other shelf so she could pass him unhindered.

Alex turned and gave him a smile.

‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you,’ she said, then quietly swished her way back to her desk.

Malcolm had a look around the corner of the shelf to ensure she had gone and then, with a deep sigh, he relaxed and started leafing through the books. He was amazed at how much different people had written on the subject. He found so many books he could not carry them, so he had to content himself with taking the first ten. He found a reading desk and a quaint artificial antique lamp and turned it on. It cast a yellow, comforting glow over the books as he read.

By the time he finished it was close to midnight, with a yawn and a stretch he stood and started to pick the books up.

‘Leave them there, that’s fine,’ Alex said reappearing like a skirted spectre.

He jumped again and dropped the books on the table scattering them.

‘You’re like a lost rabbit in a ferret’s den, aren’t you? she said chuckling.

Malcolm said nothing, but again felt his face reddening and the heat below his collar increasing. He quickly raked the books into a rough pile and then stood back.

‘I’ll put them away, I’m here for another couple of hours before the next shift comes in, it’ll give me something to do. Books are good company, they just don’t say much, a bit like you,’ Alex said with a smile.

‘Wh . . .wh . . .when do you close?’ he asked nervously.

She looked at him with deep brown eyes that made him stare at his feet again. ‘We’re open twenty-four hours a day seven days a week, different staff of course. If you want to borrow a book, then usually you’ll have to find a librarian in the electronic section,’ she explained gently. ‘But I could do it for you, in this case.’

She had been dealing with people of all ages for years, as long as she cared to remember. Alex instinctively knew she was not dealing with a dolt, he was just the shyest and introverted person she had ever met, and nervous. She was trying to pick at the barrier to make the smallest of holes. Once she achieved that, she knew he would slowly come out of his shell. Whether or not he was suffering from a social anxiety disorder or phobia she did not yet know but she would keep working on him if he came back into the library. She would see if she could engage with him in a more meaningful way.

‘B . . .b . . .borrow? he asked, his face lighting up for the first time.

Bingo, Alex thought.

‘Yeah, readers can borrow any of the books here for a short time, two weeks normally but you can get extensions. Do you want to borrow some of these?’ she said waving her hand at the pile of books.

Malcolm nodded eagerly and picked them up. ‘All of them, please.’

Alex smiled at him. ‘This way.’

Malcolm found himself following her black swaying skirt again, it was having a hypnotic effect on him.

Once they got to her raised desk, Alex took out some electronic paperwork and asked him to fill it in. She entered the information into the library’s system then took each book in turn and scanned them against his name.

‘All done, they’re due back in two weeks today. Enjoy your reading, Malcolm,’ Alex said giving him a broad smile.

‘Thank you,’ he replied without stammering and mumbling.

She handed him a hessian bag with the name of the library and its crest embossed on one side.

‘Here, take this and put your books in it, it’ll be easier to carry them.’

He nodded his thanks at her and left the building feeling much better with himself.

When he got home, he took the books out of the bag and caressingly placed them on his coffee table as though they were a family heirloom. He fell into bed as happy as he had been since being at the block and slept through to the alarm.

***
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MALCOLM WAS DREADING getting to work and was seriously thinking about calling in sick, but his conscience got the better of him. He wanted to talk to Lesley, needed to, so he could try and explain what happened without apportioning blame. He could not understand it was that big a deal. Things like what had happened occurred all the time, people get over it and move on. Or so he thought.

He took one of his books with him and started reading it on the tube. He got some strange looks from the other commuters when he produced it from its cloth bag and started opening the pages. People around him started whispering to each other and at one stage a man standing behind him even looked over his shoulder to see what it was he was doing; the old photos drew the greatest interest.

All the attention would normally have sent him into palpitations, but he was blissfully unaware of the people around him, completely oblivious to the rest of the world.

The moment Malcolm walked into the office, the atmosphere was icy, especially towards him, and before he could get himself a coffee, Lesley summonsed him to her office. He gently knocked and entered when beckoned which was more of a growl. He quietly shut the door behind him and turned towards his manager, she did not offer him a chair.

‘Malcolm, Malcolm, Malcolm,’ she started. ‘What the fuck am I supposed to do with you?’

She had red eyes, but it did not look as though she had been crying. Malcolm could not help but notice her hair looked a little dishevelled. Lesley normally dressed and presented herself immaculately, but if he did not know any better, he would have said it looked as though she had been at a party for most of the night.

‘Lesley—’

‘Don’t fucking “Lesley” me, you moron. It’s Miss Paxton, so let’s get that straight, shall we?’ she susurrated, both hands on the desktop as though she was going to launch herself at him.

He looked at his shoes and again felt his face redden.

‘Look at me when I’m talking to you. Christ, it’s like dealing with a bastard child.’

His head rose.

‘So, even after your little cluster fuck yesterday, it would appear I’m stuck with you.’

‘What do you mean?’ he asked quietly but concerned.

‘I made an application to have you moved on, but my HOD, to whom the application was made, was in that group yesterday and saw first-hand the fiasco you turned it into.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Just what the fuck are you sorry for? If it’s for ruining my career, then “sorry” isn’t going to quite cut it.’

‘Sorry,’ he said again not knowing what else to say.

Lesley put her head in her hands and shook it further messing her hair. She looked up at him again. ‘As I was saying. Apparently, if a manager has a particular staff member who is a useless piece of shit, a bit like you, then it’s not the failing of the staff member but the manager.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’

‘Oh, there’s plenty you could do but one thing comes to mind, how about you throw yourself off a bridge of something, that would be good.’

If the words stung Malcolm, he did not show it. All he really wanted was for the woman to get to the point.

‘So, the fiasco yesterday wasn’t your fault, it was fucking mine. Ostensibly, it’s a direct reflection of my inability to manage my staff properly. How do you reckon that might work, Malcolm?’

‘Umm—’

‘It was rhetorical, Malcolm, don’t say another fucking thing.’

He put his head down again but quickly raised it when he realised what he was doing.

‘So, now I’m stuck with a useless bastard who, it seems, is the way he is because of me, it’s my fault you’re the way you are. I sincerely hope your energy levels are good because I’m going to run you into the fucking ground.’

‘Lesley, let me explain, please.’

She glared at him. ‘Shut up and get the fuck out of my office.’

He left as quietly as he had entered and made the long trip down the passageway back to his desk, eyes followed him all the way. He had no doubt the other employees would have heard most of the conversation.

***
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THE MOMENT HE HAD SHUT the door, Lesley opened her top drawer where she found the hip flask and raised it to her lips. The best she could manage was one drop which further infuriated her, if she thought for one moment she could blame lard arse Malcolm for it she would have.

In anger, she threw it against the wall leaving a dent in the plaster. She then slumped over her desk and breathed in deeply for several moments before making her way to the women’s bathroom taking her makeup with her.

***
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MALCOLM SAT HEAVILY in his chair and reclined back thinking about his situation. Hopefully, he would not be an office goffer much longer, they would all be better off without him, and he would be leading a more productive and pleasant life.

It took about two minutes before the first of many mundane and tedious tasks came in which he did not mind. He was busy, the day passed quicker, and he felt he was contributing. The one thing that did bother him was he never had time to open his book until he clambered onto the tube on his way home.

***

[image: ]


OVER THE NEXT SIX WEEKS he got to know Alex well, she made it easy for him to talk to her and the librarian genuinely liked him. She was amazed at how fast he was getting through the books, it appeared no sooner had he signed them out when he was returning them.

‘You are reading them properly, aren’t you, Malcolm?’ she asked him one early evening as he plonked the bag she had given him on her desk.

‘Every last word,’ he replied happily. Why do you ask?’

‘Well, most people take two weeks to get through one book let alone ten, and certainly not ten in a matter of days.’

‘They’re fascinating,’ he replied scanning his books back in.

‘I love a man who loves and appreciates a good book.’

He burned a bright red and hurriedly made his way to the shelves holding the books he was digesting.

Alex followed him in to slide the earlier books he had borrowed back onto the shelves.

‘Do you know if these books are still in circulation?’ Malcolm asked pulling another one off the shelf.

‘That’s a question you’d have to ask Hessie, I reckon. I’m sure some of them would be, but where, well, that’s anybody’s guess.’

‘Thanks, I’ll ask her later,’ he replied distractedly.

‘Tell you what, you busy yourself with your books and I’ll ask her myself, how does that sound? I’d be interested to know anyway.’

He beamed at her showing the offer was just fine.

‘Do you have a list of the books you’d like to have for yourself?’

He dug around in his pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper and handed it over to her. She flattened it out against her thigh and read it.

‘I’ll see what I can find,’ she said turning away and moving off down the aisle.

Malcolm watched her walk, the way her dress waved was alluring, mesmerizing. He watched the barely noticeable outlines of her buttocks under the material then caught himself, it was rude to stare and creepy, he felt ashamed.

He was sitting at a table engrossed in a book on organic farming practices taking notes when Alex sat down startling him.

‘You are jumpy, aren’t you? she said with a smile.

‘Sorry, the books absorb me, I seem to wander off somewhere else when I read this stuff. These people, the ones in the books, they were brilliant, weren’t they?’

‘I haven’t read the books, Malcolm, but I’m sure if you think so then they were.’

He closed his manuscript and rubbed his eyes.

‘It’s late, Malcolm, why don’t you call it a night and take this lot home with you?’

He grinned at her which was rare, it may have flattered her if she had known how rare.

‘Okay, good idea. I’ve got a busy day ahead of me tomorrow.’

‘What do you do, Malcolm, during the day I mean?

‘Oh, a bit of this and a bit of that. I work in a civil engineering office with a bunch of females who don’t really like me.’ He had said more than he had intended but Alex had a way of getting things out of him.

She somehow made him feel comfortable, a bit too comfortable at times. She was the friendliest woman he had ever come across and very easy to get on with. She had broken down the barriers without him even realising it.

Years of interacting with people, especially children, had given her the ability to do it. She saw the person inside the person and knew, given time, she would shake them out of their inhibitions.

‘Why wouldn’t they like you, you’re sweet?’

‘Um . . .I sort of have this habit of messing things up a bit. Like a big presentation a few weeks back, I really messed that up and now my boss hates me.’

As Malcolm had mulled over that eventful day, he had somehow managed to convince himself it had indeed been his fault and the responsibility was all his. He could not blame Lesley for giving him hell over it, the big moment in her life and a chance to impress and he had blown it for her.

‘People mess up all the time, Malcolm, it’s a fact of life and means you’re human. Nobody is perfect,’ Alex explained gently.

‘Yeah, but it was a big deal, it all went to hell and the team doesn’t trust me anymore.’

‘They’ll get over it and move on. Most of these things are just ego ticklers as I like to call them. People trying to big note themselves, and when they inadvertently lay bare their incompetence for all to see, they blame the little person. Not that I’m suggesting you’re a little person.’

He smiled at her. ‘Thanks. You make me feel better. I’m glad I met you.’

‘I know, you’re just using me for my books, but that’s fine,’ she replied playfully.

‘Oh no, it’s not like that, I—’

‘Relax, Malcolm, I’m poking fun at you.

He looked at her and then chuckled.

***
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THE NEXT THREE WEEKS were worse than hell at work. Lesley’s temperament was not improving, if anything it was deteriorating daily, even some of the women who had thought they had been one of her favourites were starting to wear the brunt of her anger.

It was not uncommon for her to come into work looking as though she had been at a hens function all night. Her makeup obviously put on in a hurry and still wearing the same clothes as the day before.
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