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Reviews of The Carbon Diaries 2015, shortlisted for the 2008 Costa Children’s Book Award

‘The Carbon Diaries 2015 comes on like an eco-hippy … But when, a few pages in, the jokes start to tumble forth, what could have been a po-faced rant transforms into an uproarious, scathing and pathos-filled romp – Adrian Mole does the apocalypse …

Middle-class crisis comedy butts up against a vision of storms, riots and floods. There’s true horror amid the novel’s hilarious peaks.’

Financial Times



‘This book is perfect from cover to cover. It’s my favourite book this year by far. It’s original, clever, funny, well worked-out … Every part of the novel is easy to visualize, the characters are warm, sharply written and fascinating to follow. Somehow, even though the struggles of the family (and nation) are depicted, the read isn’t doom and gloom, it’s hopeful, passionate and imaginative.’

Alexandra, Chicklish



‘A very, very, very clever book, managing to sound warning bells whilst being one of the most entertaining teen books I’ve read in a while. Highly recommended.’

Jill Murphy, The Bookbag



‘A brilliant mix of teen drama and bleak British science fiction, this is a cross between Adrian Mole and J G Ballard. Making bright, imaginative use of timely ideas – carbon footprints and how far a government will go in order to deal with a crisis – this is an entertaining, gripping read.’

Waterstone’s Books Quarterly



‘This is Big Topic stuff, but done with a light touch of humour.’

Sunday Express



‘Laura comes from the my-so-called-life tradition of young diarists. Sarky and self-deprecating, she laments a standard package of hardships – selfish sister, squabbling parents, artistic differences in her band, baffling A-level courses, a boy who’s not worth the trouble – while adjusting to carbon rationing … The recognizable setting in south east London and the credible characters make it inevitable that the message will hit home.’

Geraldine Brennan, Observer



‘A perfect example of how to blend an important message into an entertaining novel.’

Independent



‘Fresh, hugely impressive and very readable, and deserves its place on the Costa shortlist.’

Irish Times
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This book is dedicated to the memory of



Victor Hugo Daza, 17

Carlo Giuliani, 22



And all the others who have fallen in the defence of human rights



About three years ago I walked past a newspaper stand and the lead story in one paper was all about how we were going to fry and in another how we were going to freeze to death unless we tackled climate change. I remember thinking, ‘Whoah! Which one is it?’ before stepping aboard a roller-coaster research ride of heart-stopping bad news about how much we’re messing up the world. But the strange thing was, the more I found out, the less scared I got and the more I wanted to start fighting for a future. Plus after all that doom, I wanted to have a laugh. As a teenager I was always drawn to books that asked big questions about the world, but I also loved funny books, with lead characters who never wanted to teach you a thing. Holden Caulfield, Adrian Mole, Huckleberry Finn.

Laura Brown would be furious if she knew I’d published her secret diary. I ain’t telling her any time soon.



Saci Loyd, 2009
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Mon, Jan 2nd

So exhausted. My family is in deathlike trance after the village New Year’s Eve Organic Goose Fayre. After 2 days of meat-induced coma I finally dragged myself out of bed and walked the five Ks into Abingdon to check out the sales. I’d just got to the market square when I heard this creepy jingly sound and a bunch of morris men rocked up in ribbons and bells with little sticks and started dancing around like knobs. I observed them closely, with their piggy eyes and big bellies. City people, bringing back traditions that have died out because they suck; the country is full of them.

Dad was super happy when I got home. He saw me by the gate and opened the kitchen window.

‘Mail from Kim. Come on!’

I crunched moodily up the driveway.
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Later I lay in bed thinking and got dead mad. How does my sister get that life? She left her old job as promoter for Carbon Dating with Kieran last summer and got a job in Thailand working for an eco tour holiday company called LoveWorks, who basically charge €5,000 to fly guilty white people out to Thailand to build bad log huts for skinny villagers in rainforests. So there she is off her head on 100% proof Thai whisky and here I am, 18 and lying on a single bed on a farm in Oxfordshire. I was supposed to be up in Glasgow with Adi for a massive New Year’s Eve party but guess whose mum washed a carbon card on heavy spin with an old rucksack? I’m totally grounded till I get that puppy back on line. Money ain’t enough these days. Got to have a card to live.
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Weds, Jan 4th

It’s so definitely time to get out of here. I came downstairs this morning to find a local community farmer meeting happening in the kitchen. I walked in as Dad was turning from his laptop to face the group. ‘I’ve got something I’d like to put before you. Many of us keep pigs here, but what if we were to extend our facilities – and, and …’ he glanced at Mum’s face, ‘and start converting our pig manure into crude oil!’

Mum gave an involuntary jerk. ‘Jesus.’

He pushed on. ‘Look, oil and gas prices are at an all-time high, oil is $250 a barrel – and it’s only going to rise. This recession is biting deep; we’ve simply got to make our own fuel. They did it in the oil crisis in the 1970s so the technology exists. Look …’ Dad jabbed his finger at the screen and it sprang to life, revealing a weird-looking machine. The farming randoms muttered.

‘All you need is this small-scale thermo chemical conversion reactor. It basically puts heat and pressure on the pigs’ … doings … and that breaks the manure’s long hydrocarbon chains down into shorter ones.’

‘What does that mean?’ asked Daniel. He’s the only one I know by name cos he’s super gorgeous. He’s an ex-city broker with curly chestnut hair and hazel eyes who lives in a cottage in a bog with a really bossy blonde woman called Rachel who breeds llamas with big teeth. (Her, not the llamas. They are cute.)

‘I’m not sure of the precise details, but it says here that each 5-litre batch of manure converts to a litre of oil. With the right amount of pigs we’d be self-sufficient.’

Big Teeth spread her hands on her llama-wool-trimmed leggings. ‘And how many animals would that take? A few hundred?’

Dad nodded. ‘Yeah, Rachel. Give or take.’

Mum groaned. ‘Oh, Nick, no, tell me you’re joking.’

Dad stared back at her; the group stared. Not a smile between them. Big Teeth turned to Mum and spoke clearly, like to a slow learner. ‘Well, with the economy the way it is, the unemployment, the inflation … not to speak of the flooding and land prices rising because of everyone leaving the cities …’ She checked Mum’s eyes to make sure she was following. ‘Under these conditions I’m sure you’ll agree we have to take every chance we can.’

Poor old Mum.

Thurs, Jan 5th

Got a replacement card today. Freedom. Not that I’ve got any points left for the month. I had to give loads to Mum and Dad to power up the van so they could move their farm shit around over Xmas. Santa had the right idea with those reindeer.

Fri, Jan 6th

I sneaked out this afternoon to throw some spuds to Larkin the pig. (My life is a rollercoaster right now.) Although as pigs go he is an uber pig. What other animal could go missing for 2 weeks in flooded London and make his way home in such style? Anyway I’d finished with the potatoes and was giving his ears a scratch when Dad suddenly appeared. ‘Fancy some company?’

I smiled sweetly, mentally counting the seconds till he said the P word. 1, 2, 3, 4 …

Dad put his hand on the swing gate. ‘So what do you reckon to my pig manure plan?’

Impressive. Not for the first time I found myself wondering if he’s OK in the head. He gets fixated on things, like those autistic savants that only get little bits of light shining in their brains at any one point, ’cept their brilliance is usually piano solos or molecular physics where my dad’s shiny bit is pigs, which kind of takes some of the style away. Nobody’s gonna make a movie about him.

I glanced up at him. ‘Dad, if you want to start up an oil factory that’s fine, but you’ve got to get the others to lay off Mum a bit. I mean the way old llama legs was talking to her was dead mean.’

He bit back a smile. ‘I know, but … your mum just won’t get involved …’

‘Surprise, surprise, Dad, the woman doesn’t want to spend her life rolling in hoofed mammal crap. Ever occurred to you she’s the normal one?’

‘But that’s just it …’

‘What?’

He frowned. ‘There is no normal any more.’

We stood there a moment in silence. Deep silence. Although I swear Larkin winked at me. Cheeky little porker.

Sat, Jan 7th

I was packing my stuff up when Mum came in, sat on the bed and reached for a sock.

‘I envy you, y’know. Back off to London …’

Uh-oh. I folded a T-shirt in silence.

‘Your father is completely happy, of course, buried in the country.’

‘How’s your library job going?’

She balled up a pair of mismatched socks. ‘It’s fine, I mean, really it is. It’s not publishing of course … And I’m very grateful to have a job right now, but …’ She paused.

But. Seems to me there’s always a but in everyone’s life. I was saved by a horn tooting from outside. Mum jumped up. ‘Oh God, the work bus!’ She hugged me super tight. ‘Maybe I could come down and see you some time?’

My eyes widened in alarm, but she just kissed me and shot out. I watched from the window as she clambered into a little beaten-up mini-van, full of local people going to work. A man in the back row looked up and waved at me. It was like the special needs bus at school. Heartbreaking.

Mon, Jan 9th

Mum made a special farewell dinner last night and as a Special Treat, Dad uncorked a bottle of his vintage homemade carrot wine. He handed round the evil juice in 3 homemade pot vessels and then turned to me, his eyes all misty.

‘So, off to the Big Smoke again. Well, here’s to you.’

Mum raised her goblet. ‘To our lovely girl,’ she quavered.

I didn’t know what to toast to. Future pig oil success? The survival of their marriage? So I smiled and took a sip of wine. It tasted like what villains slip into goblets to poison people in Shakespeare. I stared hard at the table, willing myself not to choke, but when I looked up again they were both gazing at me so intensely that I had to say something.

I waved my knobbly pot. ‘To the future!’

‘Don’t!’ Mum dropped her goblet (clever move, lady), buried herself in Dad’s chest and reached out an arm and hooked me into a ghastly group hug. I stood there, smothered in damp wool, and then a strange thing happened; my heart went all soft. I mean, they’re mad and they’re starting to smell funny, but they’re all mine.

Tues, Jan 10th

I fell into a dark mood on the way back to London. There’s something going on with me and Adi and it feels like a long time since I spoke to him. The truth is I was glad to get away for Xmas. I can’t work it out, I know I love him; I just feel like it’s all a bit safe. I mean, we’ve been going out for a year now and … I dunno. He wanted us to move in together when we started uni back in September, but I’d already got a room in a houseshare in Elephant and Castle and so I said it was too far for him to travel cos he’s over at Queen Mary Uni in Mile End. I’m excited to see him, I really am, but … There’s that word again.

Then my brain moved on to the band. On the surface it’s going good, we’re starting to get some hits on the port, the only music site that counts, and we’ve been gigging hard on the scene. In just the last 6 months we’ve done shows at a bunch of universities – UEL, London Met, Westminster, LSC and Camberwell – but there’s always loads of tension. I reckon Adi secretly thinks it’s kind of stupid being in a band, like it was OK when he was at school, but now he’s moved on, but he never comes out and says it straight. And on the other side there’s Claire, who’s gone all hardline political since she started journalism at UEL. Stace just drums, so somehow it’s always down to me to keep it steady. There was a massive row over the dirty angels name at the meeting just before Xmas. Adi said it was dumb and that we came up with it when we were 15. ‘Times change, Claire,’ he said.

She eyeballed him. ‘Maybe you mean people change. I’m serious about this band, if you’re not.’ She flicked a glance at me. ‘Maybe we all need to think about why we’re doing this.’

I threw my hands up. ‘All? Why am I in this?’

‘Cos you two are such the little couple. Buy one get one free.’

Her words’ve stung ever since. Sometimes it feels like we’re married or something.

Anyway, by this time, the train was battering through the London suburbs. The place has changed so much, it’s unbelievable. They’re rebuilding the barrier, but there’s always money and tech problems and so, basically a year after the flood, the whole city’s under threat, big time. And the water keeps on rising. Last year, the Thames flooded 34 times. And each time it floods, more people leave. Property prices in the bad areas have dropped to joke levels. Everyone’s fighting to live in the hilly bits, like Hampstead and Shooters Hill. A 4-bedroom house just went for 8 million euros in Bromley cos it’s the highest point in London. We were pretty smart; Mum and Dad fixed up the house really quickly after the first flood and got the hell out of town. I stayed with Claire till May so I could sit my exams and then went up to Abingdon to join them. They didn’t want me to come back to London to study, but the way I see it is this is my home. That was their decision to move out to the country, not mine.

Once I got to Waterloo, I decided to walk to my flat. Turning into my street, I walked the 100 metres, took out my keys and stopped dead. The front door and the windows were all blocked off behind heavy metal sheets. It took me a few seconds to take it in. And then I lifted my wrist and punched a number into my fone. It went straight to voicemail. I took a breath, shouted, ‘You bastards. You never paid!’ and punched disconnect.

I turned and kicked the door. Solid. An emergency fone number for a company called Repossessions Solutions was pasted vertically down the length of the door. I dialled it. Voicemail again, this time one of those lady androids:

‘Repossession Solutions are unable to take your call at this time. Our office hours are Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. to 4.30 p.m. We apologise for any inconvenience this may cause.’ Click.

Inconvenience? I tapped my fone against my forehead, fighting down panic. Who could I call? I knew Adi was coming down tomorrow – but everyone else was still away on break. I shivered; it was starting to get dark. There was only one person.

Sighing, I dialled a new number. ‘Hi … it’s me.’

‘Oh.’

‘Look, I know we need to talk and stuff, but can I crash at yours tonight? Those bastards, Lou and Greg, have done a runner. My house is locked down.’

A pause, then: ‘Sure.’

Relief flooded through me. ‘Claire, you’re a lifesaver.’

She sighed. ‘I know. I’ll meet you at Royal Albert station at 7. But don’t be late, I’ve got a meeting later.’

An hour later I stepped off the train on to the platform and total darkness.

‘Claire? Mate?’

‘Over here. Can you see the steps?’

I stepped forward and stumbled. ‘No!’

‘Wait up.’

Something soft brushed past my head and then a hand grabbed my shoulder. ‘Hey! I’ve got you … It’s harsh, huh? We haven’t had lights here for months.’

Together we crossed a car park before turning right along the waterfront, the Excel Centre a massive dark presence on our right. Then we ducked under a walkway before stopping outside a warehouse building where Claire fed in a security number and we went thru a set of double doors.

‘This place is hectic. How d’you know where you are?’ I asked.

She shrugged. ‘You get used to it pretty quick … nearly there now.’

We climbed up a final series of steps before coming out on a walkway, banged together with bits of wood and railing on to the original balconies. It looked super dodgy, like a sagging wooden hammock. Everything was dirty and beat-up, with windows all smashed and peeling doors half-hanging. On every door there were nailed 5, 10, 20 eviction notices, all fluttering in the wind.

Claire glanced over. ‘They’re from that Rebuilding London Agency. S’kind of a badge of honour: the more eviction letters you get, the longer you’ve faced them off. Anyway, who’s gonna come here and move us? The place is total floodland.’

‘Don’t they try? I heard there was some trouble.’

‘Nah, not really, and anyway all you’ve got to do is work it out with the squat committee and move to another empty flat further down the block.’ She stopped outside a metal door and fumbled with a padlock. The door opened with a rusty whine. ‘Voila! Come on in … yeah, but wait a sec … they’ve cut the electric again.’

Claire struck a match and suddenly light flooded into the room from a paraffin lamp in her hand. In the flickering light and long shaky shadows, the apartment seemed massive, bare apart from a stripped-down table and 2 leather armchairs, stained with water.

I gazed around the room. ‘Wow.’

Claire put the lamp down on the table. ‘Yeah, tell me about it, these flats were going for 2 mill a few years back.’

I looked at the table, imagining them before. Some up-and-coming couple, looking out over their city skyline.

Claire glanced at her watch. ‘I’ve got to go in a minute. You can crash for as long as you want, yeah … but what you gonna do about your stuff?’

‘Don’t know. The Repo company has left a number – all I can do is call them. The only reason I’m not completely losing it is that I left my bass and music files at Adi’s over Xmas.’

‘Mate, I can’t believe you’re still paying rent when there’s so much free room here … All you’ve got to do is see Tano Adile in the London Partnership centre in Excel, and then have an interview with—’ Her fone started to vibrate.

I poked her. ‘Who?’

Claire giggled. ‘You won’t believe it if I tell you. Hang on.’ She flipped up the fone. ‘Oh hi. Are you coming down to the meeting? What?’ She turned sharply away. ‘But you promised, Jax. I mean you gotta be on it. The Dox is the most important thing going on right now … independent DIY media projects are spreading around the planet at unprecedented speed … Triggered by discontent with the mainstream media, groups are creating their own channels of information and distribution in order to bypass the corporate media, y’know?’



And that’s why I still pay rent. Conversations like that are way too high a price for a free room.

Weds, Jan 11th

I got to Adi’s by lunch. I knocked on his door and after a few moments the upstairs window opened and Nate’s messed-up head appeared, followed by his trademark grin.

‘Yo, Laur!’

‘Is Adi here? I can’t get him on his fone.’

He shook his head. ‘Yeah, he’s lost it. His mate called, said he’s on his way, but still up north.’

‘What, he’s not back down from Scotland?’

Nate smiled. ‘Nah, Tottenham is all. Said he’d be back later today. ’Sup?’

‘Can I come in?’

‘Yeah sure … but …’

‘What?’

‘No comments. A’ight?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘No comments.’

Adi and Nate’s room is like those health and safety campaigns about how bacteria can kill in the home.

A few minutes later, I was staring deep into Che Guevara’s left eye on a massive poster on the wall, trying to keep my 5 senses from getting sucked into the piles of dirty clothes, broke bits of engine, pizza boxes, scummy plates, engine oil, stubbed-out fags, oozing cartons, rogue chips, etc.

I perched on the edge of Adi’s bed. ‘So what’s new?’

Nate ran his hand across a random piece of engine. ‘Not a lot … I’ve mostly bin workin’ on my Chevy van, she’s a pure-bred hydro now.’

I hid a smile. Nate’s been working on this van since GCSE time. ‘So I was down at the Docks last night.’

‘Uh-huh?’

‘You lived down there for a bit, din’t you? What are the people like?’

He fiddled with a switch, rolled his eyes. ‘Punks, scum, robbers, bums, wasters, tossers, speedfreaks, Asian virus, goths, dickheads, pissheads, muggers, crims, seratoninfreaks, rastas, wannabees, junkies, chavs, straightedgers, roaches, crystal methers, violent bastards, weirdos, critical massers, drop-outs, grimers, acid heads, pigs, crusties, animals, indie kids, e-heads, terrorists, dopeheads and Neil the Matrix.’

‘Who?’

‘Y’know, dat fool in the long leather coat, from sixth form?’

‘Oh yeah. But it’s free, right?’

Nate lay back on his bed. ‘Well, yeah … but there’s all those activists. I wuz down there for a party with these animal rights freaks a few months back, a’ight? An there was, like, vegan chilli in a bucket on the floor with sprung rats they wuz keepin’ as pets, all running and divin’ in it.’

‘How d’you know they were pets?’

‘Collars. They’d these little collars on.’

‘You sure?’

Nate paused. ‘Nope. It wuz kind of a messed-up time for me back then.’

The afternoon dragged on and on and still no sign of Adi. Nate disappeared at about 5 and then I must’ve fallen asleep. I woke up in the middle of the night and felt Adi next to me. I reached over, put my arm around him and felt safe, like I always do when he’s near.

Thurs, Jan 12th

Today I spent 7 hours on the fone, calling Repossessions Solutions, the council, the police. The UK is now run entirely by robots. I didn’t speak to one single human being all day.

Fri, Jan 13th

I worked the robots again. Nothing. I’ve only had 2 hours’ sleep cos Nate brought a girl back. This afternoon I broke thru and actually spoke to a woman from the council. She listened to me for about 30 seconds, laughed dead loud in my ear and tossed me back to the machines again. So much for species loyalty.

I hung up and dropped my head in my hands.

‘I’m never gonna get my stuff back. Uni starts in 2 weeks and I’ve got nowhere to live.’

Adi shrugged. ‘You can stay here as long as you want, you know that.’

I rolled my eyes towards the bedroom. ‘No offence, but …’

‘What then? You ain’t gonna ask your parents for help, are you?’

‘No. No way. There’s only one way to go.’ I took a deep breath. ‘It’s the Docks for me.’

‘You’re joking, right? You’d rather go there than crash here?’

‘It’s only for a few months so I can save up to get a deposit together. My loan’s not due till the end of the month and my carbon card’s super low. ’Sides it’s not that bad. I was down there a couple of nights ago.’

‘Fine.’

‘We’ve gone thru this before. It’s not about me and you … it’s just I’m not ready for us to live together yet.’ I slid my arms around his chest. ‘’I’ll get my own place, I don’t have to go in the squat with Claire’s mutants.’

He pulled away. ‘Laura, you were there at night, you don’t wanna see what daylight brings. That place is half underwater every time it rains or there’s a high tide. It’s like the biggest pile of shit.’

‘Oh yeah? Have you seen your room?’

His mouth turned up into a smile without him wanting it to.

‘Adi, will you come down there with me on Monday?’

‘Where?’

‘The Excel Centre. Y’know, it’s where they used to put on all those exhibitions and business conferences in London. Claire says there’s a guy there called Tano something who can fix me up with a place.’

He started to say no, then saw my face and sighed. ‘Sure.’

Mon, Jan 16th

A bad thing happened on Adi’s street this morning. We were waiting at the bus stop, when out of nowhere a bunch of 5 skinheads appeared. They were strutting along the pavement, but when they got to an Indian film poster with some Bollywood stars on it, they stopped and gobbed on it. One after the other. Like dogs marking their territory. Adi spat himself. ‘Nazis. The right is rising, Laur.’

‘Nobody takes them seriously …’

‘I do!’ Adi pointed at a swastika sprayed on the bus stop panel. ‘It’s on these walls, in my face. There are streets not far from here where you get a bottling if you’re the wrong colour – or the right colour with the wrong accent. Those United Front bastards are stirring up all the estates, saying there’s not enough jobs to go round no more. I mean, it’s all right for you …’

‘It’s not all right for me. How can you say that?’

He held his hands up. ‘OK, I’m sorry. But there are some things you can’t ever understand, not fully.’



It was midday by the time we climbed the Royal Albert footbridge. We stood for a moment in the slanting rain, looking out over the Docks. Across the side of a crumbling block opposite the Excel Centre, in massive, oozing letters, somebody’d sprayed:
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Adi took my hand. ‘Well, that’s for sure.’

We picked our way across the battered car park towards the Excel Centre entrance.

‘What’s that?’ I nodded ahead. A rusting hull of a ship loomed up, half sunk in the water.

‘It was a hotel I think. Yeah, look …’ He stopped in front of a notice board. Under the scratched laminated board we could just make out a yellowing poster.

Adi angled his head to read the last few lines. ‘With a host of leisure attractions just a stone’s throw away, the guest could not be more ideally located.’ He flicked a glance around the mud and slime. ‘C’mon, Laur, what you waitin’ for?’

We walked into the deserted, spooky Excel Centre. Where there once were stalls, businesses and conference rooms was now a great echoing empty space, totally ripe for aliens and monsters to leap out. We kept to the left side cos there was a great sheet of water stretching out over the rest of the concrete floor, sloshing back and forth with cans, plastic, clothes – it was like some giant shipwreck.

I stopped. ‘This can’t be right.’

Adi pointed ahead. ‘Look there’s a light on in that office at the far end, where it’s drier …’ He squinted. ‘London Partnerships.’

‘That’s it, that’s what Claire said to look for.’

After a few hundred metres of sloshing, I pushed the office door open. ‘Hi, I’m looking for Gaetano? Tano?’

A small, curly-haired man glanced up from his desk. ‘Si, that’s me. Tano Adile.’ He motioned for me to come inside.

‘Oh right. I was told you could help me find a room in the Docks?’

He frowned. ‘How can I do this? All the apartments here are privately owned or are in process of demolition.’

I stared at him. ‘But there’s the squat …’

He stared right back. No expression. ‘The squat is illegal, miss. This is a Government-based housing advice centre.’

‘Oh.’ I started to blush. ‘It’s just that Claire said to—’

‘Claire who?’

‘Connor. From the angels.’

A sudden shy smile spread across his face. ‘Eh, why din’t you say so before? Claire say for you to come?’ He grabbed my hand. ‘Viene, let’s go to see the queen.’

‘Who?’

‘Follow me.’

With Gaetano leading the way, we stepped out into the freezing wind and walked towards a block of apartments set back from the water. 2 flights of stairs and a walkway later, he stopped and knocked twice on a steel-barred door.

After a moment someone called: ‘Who is it?’

Tano pressed his face close to the metal. ‘Me. Got someone for you … Un amica di Claire Connor.’

I gazed at him.

He spread his hands. ‘Sorry. I say you are a friend of Claire’s. I am from Sicilia, here 10 years, and still I speak this half-English half-Italian mess.’

There was the sound of metal scraping against metal as the door bolts were drawn back. The door opened and a woman, early 30s, stood framed by the light. She was a weird mix of tall and slim, but also baggy and huge cos of her outsize khaki army pants. Her hair was longer than before, but still I’d know her anywhere. It was Gwen Parry-Jones, my old teacher and saviour of our street during the flood.

She started to laugh. ‘Well, well, Laura Brown!’

I still couldn’t speak.

Gwen glanced behind me. ‘Oh, and Adisa, too. Is this a social visit or are you both looking for a place to stay?’

Adi nudged me.

‘Er, no. Just me,’ I croaked.

‘You don’t sound too sure.’

Tano cleared his throat. ‘Well, it seem like you two are old friends, so …’ He turned to Adi. ‘Viene or va?’

‘Is va go?’

Tano nodded.

‘Then va! Definitely va!’ Adi flicked a laughing look at me. ‘I’ve got a lecture at 2.30 so I’ll bell you later, Laur.’

I leaned over and kissed him. ‘Thanks.’

GPJ smirked. ‘When you’re ready, people.’

The others walked off down the corridor and I took a breath and followed her inside, the door clanging behind me with a heavy thud. Gwen leaned against a kitchen unit. ‘Well, you can stop staring at me like you’ve seen a ghost. You don’t hate me that much, do you?’

I laughed. ‘No, I don’t hate … course not … I’m just … When did you come here, then?’

‘Straight after the flood, really. I just couldn’t go back to normal life, y’know, teaching again after that … so when I saw what state the Docks were in I joined up with a group of people and … well, here we are.’

‘Wow.’

‘Yup, so what brings you down here? I heard your parents left ages ago.’

‘Yeah, they’ve got a farm in a village near Abingdon, but I came back to study. I never wanted to leave in the first place.’

She smiled. ‘London girl, is it?’

‘Something like that. But I’ve been chucked out of my houseshare and—’

‘Why?’

‘Well, non-payment, but it’s kind of complicated …’

GPJ frowned. ‘Not really. You either a payer or a non-payer. So which kind are you?’

‘Uh?’

‘You see I have to make a decision fast. In places like this, there are payers and non-payers, givers and takers, and there’s nothing you can do about it once they’re in.’

‘Am I paying you?’

‘No, mate, you’re not paying me, although if it’s something totally free you’re after, then there’s an anarchist collective in the old Harrods depot. We’re more like a group that shares stuff, but we’ve got a committee to manage things, like gas, electric, water … Some people get together to cook at the café, but you don’t have to. Depends how much company you want, and … how much money you got. It’s not much, maybe a chiller a week all in for the bills, cos they’re always cutting us off. We’re trying to get self-sufficient so we don’t need those bastards any more.’ She scanned me. ‘So?’

‘I guess I’m a payer then.’

‘You don’t sound too sure. But I know enough about you to trust you. Got any politics?’

‘I – er – I don’t …’

She paused, looking at me like she was drilling a hole thru to the back of my skull. ‘You kids … Well you don’t have to be active, but you’ve got to help out in some way. I mean, why else would you want to be here in the first place?’

The same question must have been stamped all over my face.

She grinned. ‘On the plus side it’s good to have someone vaguely normal around – I mean at least you’ve got your own accent.’

‘Who else’s would I have?’

‘Are you joking? This place is swarming with lovely caring middle-class students and they all sound like they was born in a bucket in the East End.’

I laughed, suddenly remembering that I liked her. ‘Like Claire, you mean?’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Anyhow, all right. You’re on a one-month trial, but you’ve got to help out. There’s a rota. Deal?’

‘Deal.’

She snatched up a set of keys. ‘Follow me, then. You can go in 31A. It’s a first step.’

‘A what?’

‘A 1/2 bedroom flat, perfect for that first step on the property ladder for your young city couple. It’s a bit nasty in there though. Monica was pretty mucky and she’s been gone these two months. Don’t know if she’ll be back.’

‘Where is she?’

GPJ dropped into mockney street. ‘Inside innit? 6 months for Wilful Damage on an Airbus. Gatwick.’

The flat was high up on the 7th floor and it properly stank when she opened the door. My heart sank.

‘Feel free to clean it up. We’ve sorted out the basics. Y’know, drilled the cement that the council poured down the toilet bowls, got the water and electric back on. It’s a lot better than it used to be. Until 3 months ago we had to go to the swimming pool to get clean. Oh yeah and there’s a €25 deposit.’

She saw the look on my face. ‘Give it to me tomorrow. Come on, girl, it’s not as bad as it looks.’

After she left I walked from room to room. It was like this invisible film of badness was stuck to everything, slippery to the fingers. I kicked at a pile of rubbish that was blocking the door to the balcony, yanked the door open and stepped outside. The wind cut through me like a wire. Who could I ask for advice? An image of Kieran, my crazy gay ex-neighbour, shot into my head. He’s always been a total lifesaver. I punched a number in my fone.

After 3 rings he picked up. ‘Kieran’s House of Mirages.’

‘OK, Kier, it’s me, Laura. I’ve been thrown out of my old place and all my stuff’s been repossessed and now I’ve got 3 choices: A) move into the Docks and live there for free until I sort myself out, B) move in with Adi even though we’re a bit weird or C) be totally pathetic and ask Mum and Dad to bail me out.’

‘Hmm. The Docks as in that anarcho squat with those green rabids in stripey jumpers and bone skull piercings?’

I balled my fist. ‘Yes.’

A long pause. The wind tossed bits of grit into my eyes. ‘Mate?’

‘The thing is you don’t have any choice, darling. You’re not pathetic or needy so B and C are out. So A it is. You’ll get some meaty band lyrics out of it, that’s for sure.’

I sighed. ‘I think meat’s off the menu.’

He laughed. ‘True. That’s more like my girl. Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?’

‘Repossessions Solutions have got it boxed up in a warehouse.’

‘Bollocks. Go and have a laugh with the freaks—’ He took a sharp breath. ‘Oh God, is that the time? Sorry, I’ve got to go, Carbon Dating waits for no man.’

‘Where are you this week?’

‘Scunthorpe. It’s ghastly, but this boy’s got to eat, y’know.’

‘OK then, I’ll catch you soon?’

‘Course, I’ll be back in London in a month or so. Oh … and Laura?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Happy New Year!’

He locked off.

I really, really miss Kieran. Since Kim’s gone, he’s hardly been in town at all cos he’s had to take over running all the local Carbon Dating venues himself. I sucked in a lungful of dirty Docks air, turned and went back inside the flat, just in time to see a bunch of little black mice scamper down the hallway. Happy families.



3 a.m. Gwen Parry-Jones! Unbelievable!

Fri, Jan 20th

I’ve spent the whole week pushing back the slime. My hands are now about 5 years younger than the rest of me, so many layers have peeled off with all the scrubbing. Claire’s been brilliant. Day to day she’s a living nightmare but she turns into a really good mate when you’re down. Together we raided a bunch of skips and charity shops. I now own: 1 sofa, 3 chairs, 2 sheets, 1 Scooby Doo duvet cover, 1 yoga mat, 1 wok, 3 plates, 2 cups, 1 tin opener, 6 oranges and 1 bottle of vodka. Even Adi’s helped. He rocked up at about 5 this evening, just in time to help muscle the sofa up the stairs.

It’s midnight now and we’re finished. Me and Adi are flopped on the sofa like an old couple and are looking out at my new view. It’s weird, there’s sparkling lights over in Canary Wharf and then beyond, nothing. Just the darkness of the east spreading out.

Adi took a swig of vodka. ‘They’ve got this new Chief of Police for the Met. He says he talks direct to God.’

‘What made you say that?’

He shrugged. ‘Dunno, just thinking about him, maybe even now he’s looking out of another window down at the city. Thinking he can clean it up in the name of the Lord. Mad.’



When it’s like this I want us to be together all the time.

Mon, Jan 23rd

3 bits of horrible news within 30 minutes of waking up. First I got a letter from the student loan company saying all their payments are delayed and my money won’t be available till the 5th of March. After reading it, I threw on some clothes and went down to uni to check my status. First I swiped my carbon card in the student union meter.

[image: images]

Aaargh.

Then I turned to the ATM and slotted my credit card in with shaky paws. €97.00 in credit. I’ve worked out it adds up to about 6 euros a day and 0 carbon swipe till Feb. After I’d counted it all up I dug my fingers into my palms, fighting down cold fear. What did I even leave the house for? It felt like that old Streets song about messing up the day by just getting out of bed. Should have stayed under the sheets.

Tues, Jan 24th

All I ate today was a baked potato. I said no when the woman asked me if I wanted any filling and she looked at me dead kind and gave me double marge.

Weds, Jan 25th

Aargh, hunger pangs of doom. On my way back from the library, I walked past a fried chicken shop and stopped dead and sniffed the air like a wild animal. When I got back to the Docks I found it’d all flooded again and there was a sort of wet black mist hanging over the place with the sun a hanging pale disc in the greyed-out sky.

I can’t sleep either cos there’s no carpets, no curtains, and I can hear everything from the flats around. I spent hours last night listening to people going to bed in other apartments, grunting, whispering, shifting and moaning. Even after I fell asleep I woke up shivering in the middle of the night, with the rain drumming on the windows, and just felt super lonely. A year ago I was living at home with Mum doing all my washing. Talk about childhood being over. Anyway I’m not asking for help, not from my parents, Adi. No one.

Fri, Jan 27th

Hunger has driven me into the arms of the squat. I woke up this morning so frozen and starved I didn’t care any more. I buzzed 4 times on the door of the Dox café, before banging on the door until GPJ appeared in a McDonald’s apron.

‘Buzzer’s broken. So, I’m guessing you’re here to help?’

I nodded and followed her inside. It was kind of punky in there, with broken chairs, school desks and a poster of The Clash on one wall. A big sign was pinned up next to it that said: wash up if it looks busy you slackers yes that means you.

Gwen waved her arm around. ‘Basically it’s a veggie greasy spoon. After the first month we got rid of stink dogs and electro music, but we kept the politics. Everyone does one shift a week … and then we have a meeting once a month to slag each other off.’ She rolled her hands over her jeans. ‘There’s not enough of us to keep it going all the time but my problem is I’m too stubborn to quit.’

She put me chopping root vegetables with a boy with red dreads who kind of flashed me his teeth as a greeting and went back to slicing. He was totally wired into his e-pod; I could just hear venomous Rust crunching out thru his headfones so I was glad he wasn’t a talker. ‘Together’ we made parsnip stew with breadcrumb topping for 80. Desperate times.

After, I ate mine with angry little bites. If I ever see my exflatmates Greg and Lou again I will kill them. Slowly. With parsnips.

Sat, Jan 28th

Rehearsal at Stace’s tonight, down at her aunt’s place in Bow. When I got there, there was a 15-inch pizza box open on the kitchen counter with a couple of cold slices inside and my eyes keep swivelling over, like out-of-control supermarket trolley wheels.

Claire looked up from her e-pod. ‘So, is everyone good for the next gig?’

I sighed. ‘I ain’t even got any clothes to wear.’

‘I can sort you something out.’

‘But—’

‘C’mon, Laura … it wasn’t like you were exactly a fashionista …’

Stacey laughed. ‘Yeah, dude, I don’t think I saw you out of your skinny black jeans once last year.’

‘Fine, Stace. I’ll borrow some of your stuff.’ I flicked Adi’s ear. ‘Thanks for the back-up, buddy.’

‘Huh? I love those black jeans. What I don’t love is our sound. That last gig we came off like shit. We got to get us some better amps and a sound engineer—’

Claire cut in. ‘Look, it’s not about the sound – it’s about attitude. Like McLaren said about punk, if it’d all been about the music, punk would’ve died after 6 months.’

I looked down. Right now I’ve got as much attitude as an OAP. All I need for total happiness is a radiator and a microwave full of shepherd’s pie.

Claire scrolled thru her calendar. ‘So they want us down at the Rose club for the OUTSIDER night on Wednesday, Feb 1st. It’s kind of a big deal.’

Stace frowned. ‘The Rose down in Canning Town? That place is like out of a slasher movie. It’s in a swamp, an’ all the people round there’ve got lumps of rotting flesh falling off their faces.’

‘Ah, come on, don’t tell me you believe all that media shit?’

Stace puffed her cheeks out. ‘That place is really, really lawless. People are getting shot, stabbed, on like a daily basis. My friend got beaten up really bad there.’

Claire snorted. ‘I’ve been down a couple times. It’s not so bad.’

Adi crossed his arms. ‘What’s this OUTSIDER crowd like anyhow?’

‘Used to be loads of local black kids, but now it’s gone wide. It’s like, the uber-cool place to go with white kids mixing in and girls too. I mean, where else do you find girls actually allowed up on stage? The scene’s gone so macho now.’

‘What’s the venue size?’

‘850.’

Adi whistled. ‘Big.’

‘Course, I tell you I had to work hard to swing this one … so are we up for it then?’

I nodded and slowly so did Adi.

Stace rolled her sticks across her knees. ‘Well, if everyone else is, then I’ll do it, but I’m telling you … I was there last summer and there was no bar, no toilets – and those white kids you’re talking about? They were all rich kids from the City, y’know, slumming it in the floodlands.’

‘Kids like us, y’mean?’ muttered Adi.

Mon, Jan 30th

There was a knock on my door this afternoon. When I opened it, GPJ was standing on the front step with a heater.

‘I found it in a skip and fixed it up.’

‘But I can’t use it. I’ve got nearly zero credit on my card.’

She shrugged. ‘Who said anything about cards? We’ve got a little black market supply running, courtesy of our dodgy Sicilian.’

‘Who?’

‘Tano, of course. He’d steal your mother off you if you left her unlocked on the street. Right now, he’s hacked into the mains supply at the Tate & Lyle factory … Won’t last for long, so use it while you can.’ She shot me a cunning look. ‘Just one condition, though, come to the meeting this Thursday in the Dox Centre?’

‘Miss Jones, I’m so cold my teeth are grinding. This isn’t fair.’

She grinned. ‘Miss Jones? You’re still a bit frightened of me, huh?’

‘No!’

‘Well, prove it then and come down.’

I looked into her eyes. ‘Maybe, if I’m free.’

‘Atta girl.’ She handed me the heater and I ran inside and plugged it in and now, after 6 hours, I’m finally starting to defrost, like I’m some big old Xmas turkey.



Frightened of her? She makes my blood freeze in my veins.



Tues, Jan 31st

I am a total lizard. Apart from a shift at the Dox café (stuffed peppers × 64) I have not moved from the heater bars.
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Thurs, Feb 2nd

Bloody Dox meeting tonight. I dragged myself away from the heater and followed a dodgy old dog with a bit of string round its neck to the Excel Centre, where I found the meeting room, a peeling ex-office on the ground floor. The meet had already started, so I sneaked in and sat at the back. I guess there were about 500 people there. A scraggy man with cropped hair plus disgusting rat’s tail was going: ‘OK, so Discussion Point 3 on the agenda. What trends in the current political climate are ripe for exploitation for the revolution?’ He gazed around the hall. ‘Obviously at this time, with mass unemployment, the backlash against nuclear power stations, the recession, the failing New Green Deal initiatives of the government – all of these give us great hope to build a new future for the workers.’
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“Everyone who cares about the future of the planet should read
this book!" Costa judging panel

“The Carbon Diaries 2015 comes on like an eco-hippy ... But when,

a few pages in, the jokes start to tumble forth, what could have been

a po-faced rant transforms into an uproarious, scathing and pathos-
filled romp — Adrian Mole does the apocalypse.” Financial Times

“Much more than  clanging gong signalling the end of days, this is a
charming tale full of laughs and angst, with a message both accessible
and relevant to today's teenagers." Bookseller's Choice, Publishing News

‘A wonderfully mordant look at the coming environmental meltdown."
Daily Telegraph

“This book is perfect from cover to cover. It's my favourite book this year
by far ... hopeful, passionate and imaginative.’ Alexandra, Chicklish

“A brilliant mix of teen drama and bleak British science fiction, this
is a cross between Adrian Mole and J. 6. Ballard ... an entertaining,
gripping read. Waterstone’s Books Quarterly

“This is Big Topic stuff, but done with a light touch of humour."
Sunday Express

‘A perfect example of how to blend an important message into an
entertaining novel.’ /ndependent

‘Fresh, hugely impressive and very readable, and deserves its place
on the Costa shortlist.” /rish Times
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