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The Last Referendum

	

	

	

	The walls of my bedroom shake and an analogue poster of one of my I-pop idols falls to the floor. I sit cross-legged on the edge of my bed watching the images on the wall opposite. I can smell the burning of tyres and feel the screaming of the crowd. The lead car is barely ahead and is followed closely by two rival form-e racing teams. As the end of the race nears, adverts pop up on the walls to my right and left, entering into my thoughts through my peripheral vision, but I am too focussed on the race to register what they are about. With a sudden, almost deafening increase in screaming from the crowd, the Niktes team wins first place, followed by joint second for the rival teams and then a pack of wannabe race companies cross the finishing line several seconds later. I lie back and thrust my fists in the air towards the lead cockpit view on my ceiling where the human driver’s fists are still clenched around the old-fashioned steering wheel. The last race of the championship has been won by my favourite driver and my favourite team. I pause the post-race commentary and leave my bedroom. 

	“Appa, amma, did you hear the result?” I ask, eagerly.

	“Didn’t hear a thing, my son,” smiles my father, “haven’t you heard of noise-reduction sound insulation?” he jokes.

	“You guys are so flimsy,” I shake my head as I reply, “what are you doing anyway?”

	“We were just chatting about the upcoming elections,” says my mother, “trying to figure out our voting parameters.”

	“Your mother wants to dial up empathy as usual,” teases my father.

	“And what is wrong with that? Too little empathy and too much aggression, that’s the problem with politicians these days.”

	I say nothing. I am too young to vote and all I can think about is the result of the race so I decide to call a couple of my friends from school on Throwback, a retro vidchat, to talk about it. Making my excuses, I return to my bedroom and leave my parents to continue their discussion about personality facet settings. 

	“Ashwin, what did your appa call you when you were a child?”

	“I think he called me Ash quite often, although more usually putr. Nobody says that anymore; the old ways are dying out.”

	“Not the old ways, pati, it is us who are dying out. Do you remember when we first voted to replace people as leaders? What a mess it used to be with crazy politicians making alls sorts of nonsense. People say that we tend to remember the past with nostalgia but I don’t miss those politicians. They only wanted to fill their own pockets with gold.”

	“Must have been quite exhausting walking around with heavy pockets full of gold.”

	They laugh for a while then fall silent, remembering their years together.

	

	****

	

	In another time, Ashwin is watching the debate on television finally start after a substantial delay due to a song contest which is being transmitted live across all of Eurasia. I never understood why events can still be delayed, he thinks to himself … when I was a child there were only a few television channels and so live events might cause knock-on effects to subsequent programming but today’s ‘television’, as I still call it, is actually all cloud based streaming, so I do not understand why there are still delays sometimes. Thinking about it, I suppose that some algorithm or other calculates how to maximise viewer engagement and that the driver is increasing advertising revenue. I sometimes forget this, as I have stuck a home-made cardboard shield over the bottom few centimetres of my viewscreen, which obscures most of the advertising banners and links. Anyway, the introductions of the election debate participants is over and I listen to the host’s first question.

	“The upcoming referendum is perhaps one of the most significant in the history of humanity. Would you care to comment why?” The host bears zirs fearsomely white and perfect teeth, which would be considered aggressive by other great apes but, strangely enough, is considered friendly by our particular species, at least superficially. Ze looks at the southern European representative, Margarida.
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