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“With carbon dioxide levels already at 385 parts per million (over 100ppm higher today than they were before the industrial revolution), experts agree that levels will continue to rise to between 600ppm and 1,000ppm by 2100.”


—John Abatzoglou, et al, in DiMento & Doughman, eds., Climate Change (MIT Press 2007): 46.


The measurement of global concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere for October, 2014, according to the Mauna Loa Observatory in Hawaii was 395.93. “The upper safety limit for atmospheric carbon dioxide is 350 ppm.”


—www.co2now.org
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A Year for Raspberries


This is a dark time. It is dark most of the day long. They say it was not always so dark all day long. They say once you could see through the black clouds. They say once there was a break in the lightning overhead.


Older folks say these things, and I’ve seen vids about it, but it’s not like we never have any breaks from the dark and the storms.


I’ve seen the patches. Sometimes it’s gray. Sometimes it’s pale blue.


It blows my mind when it’s pale blue.


My name is Jeff Claymarker. I was born during the Deluge of ’25. They say the Deluge was the worst in a long string of disasters. It’s on the vids. I’ve watched the whole thing on my wearable media.


And they say once there were more cities …but I shouldn’t overdo it with that phrasing. I know all about the coastal cities—Miami, New Orleans, New York. People make jokes about how they could have moved New York City to New Jersey and called it New New York, but in reality, when the sea level rose and swamped Manhattan, the people dug in. They filled in the lower floors and brought in landfill. They turned Manhattan into Venice. They were going to keep it where it was as long as they could. That’s the way people are. So it’s still there, and you can see it in a gondola.


But Miami and New Orleans are just plain gone. There are old people alive now who say they used to live there. The grandparents of the refugees.


The refugees come from all over, and they’re not sure where they’re going. In Ohio, where I lived until recently, we had many refugees from the South and West. The South was hot. The West was a desert, burning up in wild fires, no water anywhere—whereas, east of the Mississippi, we had an excess of rain, but we still had to ration water.


The rationing began as a way to equalize access in the western, desert regions, like California and Arizona, but we also had problems there in the wet areas with pollution from algae blooms and fracking contamination.


I have much more to say about water. But if I’m to begin at the beginning, I guess I’ll start with the one-hundred-year-old man. Because not all the stories about “how it used to be” came from the vids and the refugees and their grandparents. Some of them were live performances.


My friend Tom and I went to see the one-hundred-year-old man at Tent City after gruel one evening. He was a performer among the homeless. He kept them entertained, and everything in the vids he said he had in his head, and then he would tell you.


Tom is my best friend. He’s two years younger than me, and he’s been to college—well, for six months, anyway. He said he studied general education there. He said he was doing OK—getting B’s and C’s until his tuition money ran out.


Almost nobody goes to college these days.


I’ve never been myself. I graduated high school, which is farther than most people get. I’ve tried to educate myself beyond my K through 12 learning. I’ve read tons of books, and have downloaded course outlines from the net and plowed through the reading lists. Tom says I’m at least as educated as he is.


Tom has a woman and a kid. His woman is Irene. His kid is Tom, Jr. Tom works through the same temporary agency that I do, and Irene does some on-call work as a nurse’s aide, but none of us works permanent full-time. We’re like most people, or were. When both Tom and Irene are working, Cassandra Lurie, a friend of ours, looks after little Tommy. Cassandra is married to Grady. Grady Lurie does dry walling for his father, or so he says, but most of the time he is home taking care of their baby, Leah, while Cassandra works at a Stop ‘N Go. When Grady is dry walling, Irene looks after the kids.


So we all look after each other.


Tom is about five feet nine inches tall and has curly brown hair and very thin facial hair. He’s slender, like a blade, and he seldom claims to be hungry. Irene is about five two, with short dark hair, and is a little heavier than the average person, but is not obese.


Nobody is obese these days.


A terrible thing happened to Tom, and it began that night that we went to Tent City.


In the beginning of this story I’m going to tell you, Irene didn’t like Tom hanging out with me. She used to tell him that I was worthless, shiftless, a nobody. She changed her view later on, but that’s what she said in the beginning.


Well, I might have been worthless, but I had fun. That’s why Tom hung around with me, because I found adventures.


There are some I wish I hadn’t found.


So, like I said, we went to Tent City. The people were festive, talking, laughing, toasting marshmallows on sticks over trash fires. The tents were all shapes, sizes, colors, some with flaps open and families inside. You could see them in there, gathered, doing nothing. Overhead, the skies were gray and darkening, but there was no rain yet.


And down near the fences we saw cops questioning a T-shirted boy—caught in the act of possession. When we got closer, we saw it was raspberries.


Possession of raspberries was illegal. You could get a year in the pen for raspberries.
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Robbed of Water Credits


The centenarian came out at dinner time because he took donations. He was mostly bald, but had a tail of long white hair draping his neck and back—a Ben Franklin kind of look, but much thinner.


Everyone’s thin now. The historians say that the body types are similar to those in the Great Depression of the 1930s, but not like early this century. They say that early in this century people were fat, loved sugar and salt, and drank twenty-ounce soft drinks from plastic bottles. They talk about Coca-Cola. They say it was a great icon of a beverage, but only one of many.


There’s not as many soft drinks today, I’m told.


There’s not as much of anything as there was then, I’m told.


So this is what happened when Tom and I went to see the One-Hundred-Year-Old Man. This was an adventure I wish hadn’t happened. This was how it all got started.


I asked Tom, “How many water credits you got?”


“Lots,” he says. “Nine or ten, I think.”


He’d be robbed of them before the night was through.
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Where He Saw Apples


The old guy knew how to control a crowd—call it an air of theatricality, call it stage presence. It’s a power some people have.


He stood out in front of the tents, a thin, bowling-pin shape against the darkening sky, his bony, bare, spotty forearms sticking out of his green sweatshirt sleeves and waving as he talked, like a magician gesturing to supernatural beings in his employ.


“I’m a century old,” he said. “When I was born, the president was Truman. Do you children know that name? He dropped the bomb on Japan in that great big war with Tojo and Hitler. You know who Hitler was, don’t you?—a man who rose on resentment and lived on hate—and that’s something I used to wish human beings would unlearn how to do, but I don’t guess I’ll ever get what I wish for. There’s no time left for me, anyway. But you have tomorrow. What’ll you do with it, children? What’ll you do with that big fat gift, Tomorrow? Is it even a gift you’re happy to have? Oh, how we used to love Tomorrow, way back when!


It was hanging out there, like ripe fruit—do you know what fruit is, children? Have you ever seen an apple?”


One little boy in the gathering crowd said, “I have!”


And as the people laughed, he ran back under his mother’s arm, she held him to her billowing dress, a gray, cotton dress with green apples printed on it, and the people laughed, “That’s where he’s seen it!”
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Irritated All the Time


The old man was bantering back and forth like that with the people. You could see it was their custom. And then he went into the spiel that people knew him for. He rolled up the sleeves of his threadbare green sweatshirt, hitched up the belt on his jeans, stood with his spotty brown arms raised to the rat-tail sky and called out:


“I’m a Marketed To Man. I’ve always been Marketed To, from the time I carried a lunch pail to school, to the time I drove a car to a crummy job and lived on sandwiches in a cockroach apartment, to the time I commuted to my career until I couldn’t work anymore and went on the dole, till the time the dole dried up.


“A Marketed To Man, that’s me. That’s what they call a Demographic. I was a Demographic! When I was a little schoolboy, they tried to sell me toys, tried to sell me candy. When I was a young man, they tried to sell me cars, and when I was in my prime, they tried to sell me bigger cars. And when I was mature, they pitched investments, vacations, whatever a mature man might want. And when I couldn’t poke my wife anymore, they tried to sell me pills to bring back my manhood— ”


The people laughed and hooted, some of the men making obscene-looking gestures. The women pressed the children’s faces against themselves and shook their heads, but everyone was laughing.


Somebody in the crowd said, “If you get an erection lasting more than four hours, rent yourself out as a coat rack!”


The old man laughed along with everyone else.


“And one day,” said the wild old man, “they stopped marketing to me. They said, ‘He’s dead, we don’t have to market to him anymore! He’s a Dead Demographic.’ You see before you, ladies and gents, a Dead Demographic.


“But I’m still walking around. I still get up in the morning, I still take a piss, I still got a couple of teeth I got to brush. See here?” prying his mouth open with a finger, making one of the women squeal with amused revulsion.


“You’re a Boomer!” someone called out, and his face lost its smile.


“Don’t call me that,” he said. “Call me a genius of survival! And if you want to know what a genius is, it’s someone who’s irritated all the time.”
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A Crime too Common to Report


Tom and I went out behind the fence afterward to smoke a Mary Jane. Once upon a time, Mary Jane was illegal, Tom says, and my mother says so, too. It’s in the vids.


There was this cyclone fence, it’s called—square wire mesh—and it was along the field out near the fairgrounds, where Tent City was located, on the main street leading into my old home town, Wooster, Ohio. Across from it was a gas station and some body shops—businesses dealing with a dying way of life—and if you followed the street eastward, you’d pass a brick building occupied by government folks, like the county recorder’s office, the board of commissioners, the bureau of motor vehicles, and others. But out where we were, there wasn’t much going on, unless maybe a cop drove by, or someone passed in a gas-powered car headed for the old highway.


You had to have a special license to drive a gas-powered car.


Tom and I liked that feeling of being on the edge of town, where nothing was happening. But it didn’t work well for us, because that was where the robber found us.


The robber was, I guess, nineteen or twenty, thin-lipped, scrawny, nervous-looking, wearing an Encroachers T, black with skulls, and tattoos on his arms. He came snaking up along the fence line, his eyes on us the whole time, so I knew something was up, but I didn’t know what.


He stopped in front of us, and I got a good look at his face. His hair was hay-colored and spiky, slicked with something to stay that way, so his head looked like a pool of water does when it’s raining hard. His eyes were pale blue, crazy-looking, sunk in a reddish face, staring out at us like someone who’d been on a distant planet for a long time and might want to come home, but wasn’t sure how to get there.


Tom and I took a puff and waited for him to say something.


“You got a water card?” he asked.


I thought, is that all?


Tom said, “Are you dry, buddy?”


If you were dry, Tom would share with you. He’d share with anyone who needed it. Tom had a good heart.


The kid said nothing, but he nodded.


“Come on, we’ll get you to a station,” said Tom, and that was when the kid pulled a piece out of some pocket in his ratty clothes, and we were staring down a blued barrel.


“Give me the card,” he demanded.


Tom fished his water card out of his wallet and handed it over without a word. The kid turned and ran.


Tom and I shook our heads.


We didn’t report it—too common.
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When All the Refugees Were Happy


My mother said all the California refugees were happy in the Deluge—stood out in the rain and many were washed away. They’d not seen it before, not coming down like that, day after day. They spoke of drought and parched land, thirst and rationing. But everything is rationed now—food, energy, light, water. We have our cards and credits, we have our Genetically Engineered Wafers, we have our gruel rations at the stations, we have our lists of permitted and non-permitted groceries, which change every month, and we must follow them month to month. And that was when—I mean, at the time of the Deluge, and after—they rebuilt New York, and they founded new cities on the coasts of Arkansas and Georgia to replace New Orleans and Miami.


And that was when my father ran away. I never knew him.


My mother said my father could never keep a job, but I said, “So what? Nobody can.”


“It was different then,” said my mother. “The economy collapsed after the Deluge, but even before that, your dad would never stay with a job. There was always somebody or something about the job that he didn’t like. And he was an alcoholic.”


I went through some sturm und drang about my father when I was twelve, thirteen years old. I wanted to find him. But my mother said, “You’ll never find him.” And she was right.


She said I’d be going through a lot of sturm und drang for a couple of years, because I was going through puberty. “But one day,” she said, “you’ll wake up, and you’ll be fifteen or sixteen, and all the sturm und drang will be blown away, mostly.”


I hated her for saying that at the time. But she was right.


So my father took off and left us at the time of the Deluge, and the economy crashed, and the water problems got worse and worse in the West, and the refugees started pouring northward, and people began shifting around uncomfortably in other ways too.


Like, for example, when the Clevelanders came south to where we were, to get away from the poison in the lake.


And the Youngstowners came west to get away from the frack poison in the water wells.


And the population quadrupled down near Wooster, where I lived.


And it’s doubled since then.
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Kind of Like My Girlfriend


Wooster, Ohio, population 160,000. Most of us lived in the government high rises and trailer parks. Tom had trailer #525 and I was in trailer #530 in the Mad Anthony Wayne Park, which was state owned.


After the Tent City visit we went back to #525.


Irene was not happy. She’d been with us at gruel rations, but then she’d come home with little Tom, Jr., who was now two.


“You going to stay out all night with Jimmy Dean here?” she said to Tom.


Jimmy Dean was a young movie star in the twentieth century two-dimensional films who died in a car crash. We’ve all seen him in the old vids. She thinks I look and act like him, but that’s her fantasy.


“It isn’t even late, Irene, I don’t know what you’re so shook about.”


“Hey, I better go,” I said. “Good-night, you two. Bye-bye, little Tommy!”


And I was out the door.


I thought I’d go see if Kareena Hecht was home.


She was kind of like my girlfriend.
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Nothing but a Lizard


I mean, if you want to make a movie out of my life, you can cast some gorgeous actress as Kareena Hecht, but that wouldn’t be the truth.


If you’d asked me how I felt about Kareena at the time, I would have said—and I cringe to admit it—that I liked skinny women with twiggy legs and small butts and big boobs, which Kareena had, but she also had a face only a mother could love, as far as homely. I would have said that her complexion was like oatmeal, and she wore these triangular eyeglasses that made her straw-colored eyes look tiny. I would have said that she had a beak-like nose and thin lips. I would have said that she had kind of nice, wild, teased beige hair down to the shoulder, though, on the plus side. But—I would have said—she looked like a bird. Kind of storky, you know?


Irene had heard me talk about her this way, and it ticked her off.


“You men think you’re God’s gift to women, don’t you? You think you’re so superior! Well, you’re nothing but a lizard, Jeffrey Claymarker! Do you hear me? Am I coming in loud and clear?”


Yes, Irene usually came in loud and clear.


She was right too. It wasn’t like I was some prize. I guess I would have said that it wasn’t that I thought I was superior to Kareena, but that I liked to say the way it was, is all. I did not think of the two of us as Romeo and Juliet, that’s all I would have said. It sounds shallow to me now, after what we’ve all been through.


So how, given my cavalier attitude at the time, did she get to be kind of like my girlfriend?


Here is how that happened.
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A Slime Ball Thing to Say


I had gotten a job through a temporary agency called T-People, stacking pallets. And Kareena worked there. She used to come by every hour to count the pallets. And I could see she kind of liked me. I’d catch her looking me up and down, and then she’d blush and act like she hadn’t been, you know.


So I started flirting with her. I don’t know why. I wasn’t that attracted to her, but I had nobody else, and it got pretty lonely being twenty-five and healthy and alone.


So what would I say to her? I’d say, “Did you count all my pallets?”


And she’d say, “Yes, I did,” in this tone like—only a moron would not realize that I did. It would be like, “Yes, I di-iiid.” And then I’d say, “Well, I want to make sure you notice all my pallets. Because I stack them just for you to notice.”


Stupid stuff like that, you know. Flirting is a lot of suds on the top of the beer stein, if you know what I’m saying.


So then we started going out. And we’d come back to her place and smoke crack, or snort a line, because Kareena was always into drugs of one sort or another. I didn’t much care for it, but if she wanted to snort or smoke, we’d snort or smoke, and then we’d end up in bed.


I was up front with her. “I’m not looking for long-term,” I said.


I told Tom I’d said this, over at his place one time, and Irene overheard it.


“That is a slime ball thing to say to a woman,” said Irene.


Irene at that time was not my biggest fan, I guess you can tell.


Anyway, that job stacking pallets stopped after a few months, but I hung on to Kareena’s phone number, and she didn’t seem to mind.


So that’s how that got started.
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Stations


So anyway, I headed on over to Kareena’s place. She lived in a government high rise on the west side. I carried my umbrella to keep from getting totally soaked, but the rain was not too heavy, more off-and-on.


Kareena’s place was four stations west of our trailer park, not counting the station at the bottom of her high-rise.


I’d better explain about stations, because I don’t know who will be reading this. I’m just writing it down and it will be like the old message in the bottle, I guess. And maybe whoever ends up reading it will live in a completely different society and won’t know what it was like for folks in Ohio in 2051.


Stations are privately owned, but they’re everywhere. They’re where you can get water. You use your water cards. You can get water cards from the government, or you can buy them at stores, but you can only use them at stations.


Stations are usually pretty crammed with people because access to water in your house is only at certain hours of the day. You get three hours in the morning, two hours at dinner time, and two hours at night, from nine-thirty to eleven-thirty. If you need water at any other time, you’ve got to go to a station to get it.


So there are stations all over the place, and they do brisk business. The hard thing is to get the cards with the credits on them. If you don’t have a job (and lots of people didn’t, and don’t) the only way to get water credits is through government subsidies, and you only get so many of those per month.


As you can imagine, the cards are pretty in demand. People steal them and sell them on the black market.


Like that kid who held up Tom on the way to Tent City.


Yeah. That was only the beginning of the story.


But I was on the way to Kareena’s high rise, so that’s where we’ll go next.
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Out of Minutes


So I pass the four stations and I get to the station at the bottom of Kareena’s high rise, and I pass that, and go on into the lobby. I go down to the second bank of intercoms and look for Kareena’s number, which is 22-A, because she’s on the twenty-second floor.


I run my fingertip over the detector light.


I get the recording.


Hi. This is Kareena. I’m not home. Leave a message if you’re so inclined.


“Hey,” I say. “Kareena, this is Jeff. Just thought I’d stop by ‘n see if you were home. No luck, I guess. Should’ve called first but I was out of minutes. I’ll try again pretty soon. Later.”


So I decide to call it a night, and I go home.
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We Blew It In 1861


As far as water.


The problem in the eastern half of the US of A is not quantity. I mean, it rains all the time. The heat holds more moisture, they say. On the vids they say it didn’t used to rain so much in the East, and it wasn’t always so dry in the West, though it was always dryer there than here.


The problem is not the water tables per se. It’s the contamination.


Contamination from algae blooms. Contamination from phosphorus run-off. Contamination from frack wells. Then, too, as far as quantity, there was prior depletion of the tables from massive water use by frackers, back before it was made illegal. Which was mostly after the wells were played out. I am talking about four years ago.


So the laws were all for show, they say. They were for people who were ticked off at the oil and gas industry, they say.


“Easy to be ticked off at the oil and gas industry after the wells are played out,” said Wesley Wright on the Patriot Network whom I used to listen to at the time.


Then, as far as water supply, you’ve got the Water Transport Act, which was supposed to help out the West.


We practically went to war over this, East versus West, in the US of A. The federal troops had to be brought in.


There is no way you can beat the federal troops, even now, when they’re only a pale ghost of what they used to be—which is what I heard on the Patriot Network at the time.


At that time, Wesley Wright was my favorite pundit on the PN. He said if it weren’t for the power of the federal troops, and the money in the Defense Department, the country would have split up into autonomous regions by now, if not into fifty independent states, certainly after the Deluge of ’25.


“You’ll never do it now,” said Wesley Wright. “We had our chance in 1861. And we blew it.”
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The Worst Luck We Ever Had


It’s funny to think of it now, but at that time, in 2051, I considered Wesley Wright to be really glue. He was only like thirty-five or forty, something like that, yet he had totally white hair. He combed it back and sprayed it tight in a big pompadour, and he wore string ties with his blazers, like a country western singer from the twentieth century. He had these huge, bright, staring, yellow-colored eyes, which I didn’t know whether they did that with special effects or what. And he had this powerful Roman nose and this florid, high-cheek-boned face. So when he looked into the camera, you felt like he had you fixed in that weird, wide-eyed, hawk like gaze.


And he told it like it was, I used to think.


“We’d be so much better off as fifty countries, or even five countries,” he said.


“Face it, Friends: ”he always called his viewers “friends”” people in Vermont have got zilch in common with people in Texas. People in Seattle or San Francisco have got zippo in common with people in Montgomery, Alabama or Atlanta, Georgia. So, in any national election, you’ve got half the country miserable no matter who wins. I’m telling you, the worst luck we ever had in this country was named Abraham Lincoln. That’s a simple fact.”


He always said that. “That’s a simple fact.”


He ended up running for president. More about that later.
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Hypnotica


One night, not long after Tom and I went to Tent City and Tom got robbed of his water credits, and after I got some minutes on my phone, I got this frantic call from Irene, of all people. It was one day after there was this terrible news story in the vids about a young local girl who’d been murdered and her body was found in a dumpster, cut into four pieces.


“Jeff! The police came and picked up Tom! They took him down to police headquarters. I don’t know what it’s all about. We’ve got to go get him out!”


“Wait a minute, slow down, Irene. Are you saying they arrested him?”


“Yes! No. I don’t know. They said they wanted to talk to him. They asked him to come down to police HQ, and he said OK, and they gave him a ride. I didn’t go because I didn’t want to take little Tommy down there and I had no one to look after him. Jeff, I’m scared to death! I think it has to do with that girl that was murdered.”


“How do you know that, Irene?”


“They said something. They asked if he knew that girl. She had a weird name, I remembered it from the news story, but then I forgot it.”


I thought for a second.


“Hypnotica,” I said.


“Hypnotica! That was it! That was how I knew it was about her, because she had that strange name, and I heard them say it. ‘Did you know this girl, Hypnotica,’ they were saying.”


“I don’t think he knew her, did he?”


“No, of course not. We don’t know any girls who get murdered and cut in pieces! Who hangs around with people like that? Jeff, we’ve got to go down to the police station and get Tom out before they lock him up.”


“Well, did they arrest him or not? Did they take him away in handcuffs?”


“No, they just asked if he would come down and—oh, how did they say it? ‘Are you willing to do a voluntary interview,’ they said.”


“That doesn’t sound like an arrest to me.”


“Jeff, I’m scared. I found a neighbor to look after Tommy but I don’t want to go to police HQ by myself. They might lock me up, too. Will you come with me?”


“I’ll come, but if they want to lock you up, I won’t be much good,” I said.


Well, I went with her.
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Neither One Noticed


We went through the glass doors at the Justice Center and up to the window where the women were sitting, like at a ticket window.


“We came to see Tom Glendinning,” we said. “He’s being interviewed by the police.”


“Did the police ask you to come?” said the women.


“No.”


“What’s your name?”


We gave the women our names.


They pushed some buttons on their control panel and activated their speakers. They told the police about us. The police said, “We’re not through talking to him. Tell them to wait.”


“You’ll have to wait,” said the women.


We sat down on the benches in the waiting room. You couldn’t go anywhere else, because all the doors were electronically locked, unless we wanted to go back where we came from.
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