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‌Introduction
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‌Gregory Norminton

    The window of opportunity for averting climate chaos is narrow, but this book looking through it was a long time coming. 

    It began at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, where early in 2007 I attended a public lecture about the impact of man-made climate change on Scotland’s wildlife. After a display of alarming graphs and hair-raising statistics, my head was in my hands. It takes a strong mental constitution to look into the abyss, and I found myself wondering how on earth, as a novelist, I could hope to approach a topic so enormous, so daunting and inescapable. 

    Thankfully Mike Robinson, then chairman of Stop Climate Chaos Scotland, stood up to speak my mind. Mike is a lean, wry, and tenacious man, a straight talker who isn’t embarrassed to show his passion. The science is clear, he said, the stories that accompany it less so. When a society faces upheaval, it looks for fresh narratives to help make sense of events. Statistics cannot motivate us as stories can, yet where are the George Orwells, the Aldous Huxleys and William Morrises of the ecological crisis?

    Since Mike asked this question, a growing number of genre and ‘literary’ authors have written about, or around, the issue. Sarah Hall and James Miller have given us compelling dystopias in The Carhullan Army and Sunshine State; Helen Simpson has written a brilliant set of stories; Liz Jensen has thrilled us with The Rapture, and Ian McEwan’s Solar has examined the cognitive dissonance that keeps us from changing those habits that hurt us. As the symptoms of climate change begin to hit home, more and more writers feel compelled to engage in some way with the new reality. Back in 2007, things seemed very different. 

    I stopped Mike after the event and introduced myself. How about a book of specially commissioned short stories – a charity project to raise funds for, and awareness of, the Stop Climate Chaos Coalition? It would be, I said, a metaphorical gauntlet thrown down to challenge authors to imagine our worst and best possible futures. 

    The book you hold in your hands is the slow-grown fruit of our efforts – and the efforts of scientific advisers, community activists, and, above all, the writers who have given of their time and talent. Every story was written specially for this collection. In making their contributions, the writers have had to find ways of approaching a seemingly forbidding brief. How do we write fiction about the ecological crisis without lapsing into cliché? Is it possible to do so without becoming hectoring or portentous? We must tell the truth, but is that done best when, in Emily Dickinson’s words, we tell it slant? How, indeed, can prose fiction, which is rooted in psychology and social drama, encompass planetary change? For global warming is a predicament, not a story. Narrative only comes into our response to that predicament. Yet the truth of the crisis almost defies comprehension. The scientists, working their way through vast quantities of data, give us their best guesses on our likely fate – and we shy away from their findings. 

    Lord Stern, in his 2006 Report on the Economics of Climate Change, wrote that ‘climate change is a result of the greatest market failure the world has seen’. It is also a failure of the imagination. Because we do not want to look at what we’re doing, we retreat into various forms of denial, we cling to hopes of a ‘technofix’ or minimize the dangers of exceeding our planetary limits. In Britain it remains difficult – hosepipe bans and summer floods notwithstanding – to wrap the mind around the consequences of runaway climate change. Inuit on collapsing headlands don’t have this trouble; nor do the people of Kiribati, the first nation likely to disappear as a result of sea-level rise. But it is still possible, for urbanized Westerners, to disbelieve or ignore predictions of a depleted world, of mega droughts and firestorms, acidified oceans, mass famine and migration, wars over water, and, at home, the distressing experience of watching familiar landscapes warp out of recognition. 

    Perhaps our primary task is to break through the protective caul of our incredulity. We have a collective duty to imagine what we fear to look at, for in looking away we fail, not only to avert the worst for our children, but also to create the happier and more just society in which we should wish them to live. More than ever we need stories that tell us where we stand, that help us imagine our predicament. Let them serve as beacons to warn of approaching danger, to unite us against adversity, to celebrate what we have and, perhaps, to show a path away from harm.

    It is important to note that this book is not polemical; nor is it a policy document or a lifestyle guide. It is, rather, a meeting place for new stories that recognize where we are and where we might be heading, a forum in which contemporary authors try out different ways of encompassing what so often puzzles the mind and paralyses the will: thinking and feeling a path through dislocation and dismay. 

    In the following pages you will find dystopian satire, speculative and historical fiction, metaphorical flights of fancy, domestic naturalism, quiet tragedy, and farcical comedy. Some of the stories have a pervasive sadness; others pack an angry punch. Yet none, it seems to me, is that editorially dreaded thing, ‘depressing’. Hope, in the words of Seamus Heaney, glossing Václav Havel, ‘is a state of the soul rather than a response to the evidence. It is not the expectation that things will turn out successfully but the conviction that something is worth working for, however it turns out. Its deepest roots are in the transcendental, beyond the horizon.’ 

    If hope is a moral imperative, telling stories may be one way of obeying it.

    

    ‌
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    Looking in the Mirror

    If you want to see an endangered species, get up and look in the mirror.


    John Young, 
former NASA astronaut

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌A is for Acid Rain, B is for Bee
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‌Joanne Harris

    You never went out on rainy days. Health and Safety wouldn’t let you. Instead, you played games online, or read books, or talked to your friends on your smartie, or even watched a movie – they still had live movies in those days, before ceegee took over for good (so much safer than real life, of course, but somehow not as exciting). In those days before the Cloud, you actually still went to school, instead of doing it all from home, and friends were people you saw every day, and games were what you played outside – that is, if it wasn’t raining.

    In a minute. Come here first. I hardly ever see you, kid. Yes, that’s right. Climb onto my knee. Let me tell you a story. What about? Well, let me see. Do you like animals? No, not ceegee animals. I mean actual, real-life animals. Tigers and elephants and whales and such.

    No kid, I’ve never seen a tiger. But listen and I’ll tell you about the time I once saw a bee. You know what a bee is, don’t you, kid?

    No, don’t say bug. It’s an insect. 

    Why? Well, a bug is something gone wrong. A glitch in a machine. A cockroach is a bug, I guess. A bee – well, that was something else: a living cog in a machine more complex than the Cloud itself—

    What’s a cog? Another time. Let me tell you about the bee. It was in the summer of – well, never mind. A long time ago, when I was your age. I used to go to school just round the corner, where the Parklands building is now. My school was called Saint Oswald’s. Even in those days, it was pretty old. There was even an actual park nearby, with trees and grass and everything. We used to have a lot more of that in those days. Now you don’t really get it much, because of the rain. And flowers too. In those days flowers grew mostly outside. 

    That was where the bees came in. Of course, they were pretty rare even then. People said they were dying out. Some kind of disease, or the rain, or the sun, or maybe smarties, which some people said were interfering with the special signals the bees gave out to find their way back to where they lived.

    In any case, we hadn’t seen a real live bee for years and years. But by then I guess most of us didn’t know what a bee looked like anyway. Trust me, those cartoon bees in stripy sweaters that you see in books and games look nothing like the real thing, so you can’t really blame folk for getting confused. But that day, we all saw the bee, Philip and Johnny and Frankie and me. For all we knew it might have been the very last bee in the whole world. In any case, we never saw another one after that, and by the time I left school, the park was gone to make way for these apartment blocks. Couple of years later, the school went the same way. It was a very old building. It never passed Health and Safety tests. Still, we kind of liked it. Parklands Estate, they call it now. There hasn’t been a park there in fifty years. 

    I know, I know. The bee. Well, in those days, some of us kids still walked to school. A lot of people thought that was wrong: Health and Safety did, of course, and the Social Services. But it was only ten minutes through the park, and I guess my parents thought it would be OK, as long as it didn’t look like rain, and as long as we didn’t loiter.

    That day was fine. Not a cloud in sight. No, not that Cloud; we used to call that the Internet in those days, before it really took off. Clouds were just what you saw in the sky on days when it wasn’t raining. No, that doesn’t happen much now. Listen, do you want to hear this story or don’t you? Right, then. We were walking to school. It was warm, and you could smell the flowers. Yes, smartass, they used to smell. Like what? No, not quite like that. They had all kinds of different smells, and that was why bees used to like them. Why? Because it means pollen, that’s why, and pollen means making honey. You know all about honey, right? Yes, of course, you learnt it at school. Let me guess – in history. 

    Well, kid, in my day you could still buy honey online, from abroad, but it was really expensive, and I only had it once or twice. No, it wasn’t yucky at all. I know it kind of sounds that way. Bee-spit. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t like anything you’ve ever tasted, or ever will. 

    What’s it like? Like an old taste, somehow, like living history on your tongue. And it smelt of flowers, and sunlight, and air, and it was sweet enough to make you feel a little dizzy, a little drunk; and there was all kinds of secret stuff in there they never learnt to synthesize; and all of that comes out of flowers and grass, and only the bees knew the secret.

    Well, Philip and Johnny and Frankie and me, we were in no hurry to get to school. We stopped for five minutes in the park – I didn’t have a smartie then, and we couldn’t play games without one. But we could still play football, the old-fashioned way, with a regular ball, and Johnny used to bring one hidden in his schoolbag. Of course, we wouldn’t have got away with that at school. Health and Safety didn’t allow it. But in the park, you could still run about, and to be fair, although I fell over quite a lot, it never did more damage than a few grass stains on my knees. 

    It was there that we all saw the bee that day. Philip had managed to kick the ball into one of the flower beds, and we all ran up to retrieve it. It was sitting in a big patch of some kind of tall pink flowers, and Phil reached in to get it back, lost his balance, grabbed one of the stems and— 

    ‘Ouch! Damn thing! It stung me!’ 

    ‘Must be a rose,’ said Frankie. Roses had thorns in those days, you know; not like the ones you can buy in the shops. They had a scent in those days, too, and I guess the bees must have liked them. Because there it was on the flower, the bee; no bigger than my fingertip, and nothing like the ceegeed bees you see in animations. For a start, it was brown, not yellow; a kind of tabby brown, with delicate stripy markings, and when you looked at it really closely you could see that it was furry, somehow, with little feathery feelers. This, and not the rose bush, was what had stung Philip; this single bee, now clinging onto the palm of his hand and arching its back like an acrobat – because bees were able to sting, you know – only in self-defence, I guess, but Phil had put his hand on it, and it got him good. He shook off the bee, and I saw the mark, as big as a pound coin, I guess, and his fingers already beginning to swell. He wasn’t crying – well, not yet – but I could see it hurt a lot. 

    ‘They say when a bee stings you, you die!’ said Johnny, not helping the situation much.

    Philip’s eyes got very big. 

    ‘No, dummy, it’s the bee that dies,’ said Frankie, who was a smartass, like you.

    ‘What if I’ve got an allergy?’ said Phil. ‘You can get them to bee stings.’ 

    ‘In that case, you’re a goner,’ said Frankie.

    Philip started to cry for real.

    ‘No way,’ I said. ‘A tiny thing like that?’

    ‘That sting could get infected,’ said Frankie. ‘We ought to tell Health and Safety. Or—’

    ‘Listen,’ I said. ‘It’s making a noise.’

    It was true; the bee was buzzing. At first, it sounded like a circular saw heard from a million miles away. Then it rose and became a whine; intermittent; protesting.

    ‘Kill it!’ said Johnny.

    ‘No way,’ I said. I took it gently between my hands. 

    ‘It’ll sting you,’ said Philip.

    ‘No it won’t. A bee can only sting once.’

    Well, kid, in the end we had to take Phil to the walk-in centre to get an anti-allergy shot. We got into terrible trouble at school. After that, we weren’t allowed to walk to school through the park any more. But I kept the bee in my pencil case, hoping it might somehow survive. It didn’t, of course. Frankie was right. It’s the bee, and not the person, who dies. Pity. I’d always wanted a pet. 

    I never saw another bee. They all turned out to be hover-flies. Or wasps, which can sting you as often as they feel like it. But I told Mrs Teague about it at school, and she showed me an old glass collecting case from on top of a pile of stuff to throw out. 

    ‘People used to collect insects,’ she said. ‘These were collected a long time ago, before it became illegal. For some reason, this box has survived. I think someone left it to the school, an old man who used to live nearby. He was a lepidopterist. That means he collected butterflies. But he also collected other insects. Perhaps you’d like to have this.’

    And so I took the glass case. I never told anyone about it. For a start, Health and Safety would have said that it was unhygienic; I might have picked up some kind of disease or allergy from those dusty old things. For a long time I kept it under my bed, and looked at it in secret. There were thirty-five specimens in that case, all held in place by long steel pins and labelled in tiny brown writing. Bumble bee. Carpenter bee. Stingless bee. Leafcutter bee. Orchid bee. Cuckoo bee. Hornfaced bee. Orchard bee. And here, at the end of a row, my bee: Apis Mellifera, the European honeybee, banded in brown and honey-gold under a layer of feathery dust. All of them extinct now, as well as a lot of the plants they served. Funny to think that only fifty years ago, those bees were flying all over the place, making honey, building nests, making that funny buzzing sound and flitting from flower to flower. 

    What’s that, kid? No, I don’t have the collecting case any more. The rules on that kind of thing are too strict. I’d have to have a license. But I do remember all their names. Would you like to hear them? Yes, I know. I’m repeating myself. But it’s so good to see you. We so rarely see children around here nowadays. Why? Oh, Health and Safety, I guess. Unless there’s some other reason, kid. Allergies, maybe. Acid rain.

    What? Is visiting time over so soon? Well, maybe next time you’ll stay longer. Tell your mother I love her, kid. Tell her to call me once in a while. I still have dreams about that case, you know; those carefully labelled specimens. I once read somewhere that there used to be nine hundred thousand insect species in the world, and more being discovered every day. Now so many seem to be gone. Except for the cockroaches, that is. They’ll always be around.

    What happened to make things change this way? Were we somehow responsible? Of course, there’s no actual proof that we did anything at all. No one knows why the bees died out, or whether their disappearance had anything at all to do with allergies, acid rain, the disappearance of our parks or the fact that I can sometime spend days or weeks before seeing even a single kid. And yet, I can’t help thinking. Maybe the earth is allergic to us – maybe we’re the insects, and all this is the final stage in a long, slow process of rejection. 

    We used to be kings of this world, kid. Or so we thought. But kings get overturned in the end, and sometimes all it takes is a stone to bring down the oldest of empires. We always thought the cockroaches would end up ruling the world. Perhaps they will. Rain doesn’t hurt them, they’re immune to UV. They don’t even have any allergies. Next to them, we’re soft and weak. They’re bound to do better than we did. 

    We used to be kings of the world, once.

    Not any more, kid. Not any more.

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Mother Moon’s Job
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‌Liz Jensen

    When Ma had the accident it was me found her. Sand’s not as soft as it looks. 

    Most days the porkies wake me oinking for their slop and when I’ve fed them I’ll bring Ma tea in bed and sometimes she’ll sing, tea for two and two for tea slash first I was afraid, I was petrified, slash where have you been my blue-eyed boy. And we’ll drink it – milky, two happies – with the Truth Channel turned low, watching the sky-rats swooping down for beach rubbish. But sometimes she just groans cos she’s hung-over. Or she’ll say, beep off, Maxwell, can’t you see I need my beeping beauty sleep. Depending on what Mother Moon said to her in the night.

    Beep isn’t the real word she used. It’s something I say now instead of fuck or shit or bugger or cunt or anything else that pisses off oldsters. 

    But Ma’s not in bed that morning. Weird that. Never happens. And the Truth Channel’s off, so I go out on the balcony, the beach is right underneath but I look out to sea first and the sky says thunder coming, watch out, and the waves are crashing high and white, and the tide traps are bobbing and the wind turbs are spinning to the max. Then I look down and there’s Ma lying with her leg bent the wrong way and a sky-rat pecking at her eye. 

    Five floors is a long way, if you’re someone falling. 

    But here’s the thing about someone who dropped off the balcony cos she was wasted. She might still sit up and shout: Beep the big picture, sunshine! Vodkas all round! or Hey, kiddo. Guess whose Ma was Wet T-Shirt Queen! 

    But no, she just lies there with the sky-rat pulling red stuff out of her eye and then a man on the jetty yells floatie alert! and blows his whistle. That slaps me awake all right. I run out and down, got to get there quick and tell them. She’s not a floatie, she’s Ma. Floaties are blown up double-size and stinking and wet and they come in at high tide from the raft-towns. I run, I run, I run. She’s an Islander, she’s one of us, she’s a Zero-Plus Non-Contributor and she’ll be fine, leave us alone, we don’t need you, we’ve got each other, beep off. 

    I trip down the last bit of stairs and bash my elbow so hard I cry out but I keep running. 

    Not fast enough, cos when I get there folk won’t let me near. 

    ‘You’ve got to, she’s my mum!’

    ‘All the more reason, chixie. All the more reason.’

    The Crisis Centre has posters about civic pledges and fund cards and protein quotas and opt for the Op which is credits for not beeping the crowd index. Thunder’s growling outside now, and rain slamming in sideways from the wind. 

    ‘Hey Maxwell, my name’s Aisha.’ Long black hair, stud implant. ‘I’ve been trying to trace your home unit narrative. Do you know your bio-dad?’ 

    ‘It’s not a crime to come from a single-adult unit.’ So beep off, goes Ma in my head. You can stick your beeping interrogations up your beeping beephole. 

    ‘Correct. But Mummy’s gone, so it’s now a no-adult unit and my job’s fixing a new home for you. Good news is, if we can source you to bio-folk on the mainland you get an upgrade. Did she tell you Daddy’s name?’ 

    ‘No. He was never her co. End of.’

    When fish reproduce, the fem-fish lays the eggs and swims off, then the guy-fish fertilizes them and then he swims off too. So what, big deal, it’s a choice, so high fives to us and the System can go beep itself.

    ‘Someone in your bio-unit’s best but if not, there’s Care. Are you OK, Maxwell? Elbow still hurting? Here, painbuster. It’s been a shock for you losing Mummy, hasn’t it, chixie?’

    ‘If you tell me where she is I haven’t lost her, have I?’ 

    ‘She’s at the health station. In the morgue.’

    ‘What’s that then?’

    ‘It’s a cold place they store you. When you’re gone. Oh babes. Nine’s ever so young to be alone. Big, big, big sozz.’ 

    What’s she on about? I’m not alone. Ma’s in the morgue at the health station. If you’re injured they can freeze you and reheat you later. Everyone knows that. 

    Aisha puts her hand on my head and strokes my hair that’s all bristly cos Ma shaved it last month same time she did her legs. Then she meets a mozzy scab and stops cos there’s more where that came from. 

    ‘When’s she back home then?’

    ‘Oh Maxwell. Don’t stress, chixie.’ 

    ‘I’m not stressing!’

    ‘Poor wee skinny thing. Mummy stressed a lot, didn’t she?’ She’s clicking stuff in boxes on her screen. It says, Assessment. 

    ‘You got a kill-you?’

    ‘Sozz babe, but you’re way too young.’ In the Emotional Deprivation slash Neglect box she does a tick. ‘Have some gum.’ I take it and chew. Vodka-lime. Nice. ‘Better?’

    ‘Ma only stressed cos of Mother Moon.’

    ‘Who’s Mother Moon?’

    ‘Her buddy. On Truth.’ I do the voice: ‘The Truth Channel. Making promises we keep.’ She smiles cos I’m good at voices. ‘Welcome to You, that’s her number one programme. Mother Moon boosts her.’ 

    ‘Mmmm?’ goes Aisha, doing more clicking. ‘You just said she was stressed.’ 

    ‘You’re never alo-o-o-one with Mother Moo-ooo-ooon!’ I sing, like I used to with Ma. ‘That’s from the theme tune.’ 

    You’d think Aisha’d know that. But she just says, ‘Well there’s more and more of these pirate operations. Folk beaming stuff from Christ knows where. It’s impossible to keep track,’ and she presses send. ‘Now I bet you like energies. Minibreak?’

    In the Rec Facility there’s a kid called Lola watching an old-world DVD about animals that used to exist. Or so they claim, but I never saw them except onscreen, says Ma in my head. 

    ‘My daddy self-terminated with a banana machete,’ says Lola when it finishes. ‘I found him in a pool of blood so I’ve got post-traumatic stress.’ She says it like I should want some too. 

    ‘Well my mum’s still alive but she’s in the morgue cos of an eye problem plus possible broken leg. They’ll defrost her when she’s mended.’

    ‘Jokes.’

    ‘What d’you mean?’ 

    ‘Nothing. Just, jokes. So what show’s she into?’

    ‘Welcome to You. With Mother Moon.’ 

    ‘A Friend in Need. That’s my dad’s. With Bud. Bud was supposed to help but he didn’t.’ 

    Maybe if Mother Moon did her job properly, Ma wouldn’t be lying in the morgue waiting to be fixed. But I try not to think it, cos what if thoughts can travel through ice? 

    My bio-dad’s bio-dad is old and a bit yellow but he walks OK. They found him from DNA. He says this is all a bit of a surprise to him, he had no idea I existed. I say it’s a surprise for me too. About him. 

    ‘Well in any case, hello Maxwell. Sorry, I mean hey.’

    ‘Hey.’

    ‘You can call me Grandad or Ramsay. You choose.’ He doesn’t do high fives so we shake hands like oldsters. ‘Look Maxwell, I messaged your father about you, but don’t hold your breath. The fact is, I’m sure he’s not keen to be a bio-dad. He swapped his repro rights for carbon so it’s complex, pledge-wise.’

    ‘Where is he?’ Ma said he was a beeping beephole. 

    Grandad slash Ramsay shrugs. ‘Could be anywhere. I don’t know much about children, Maxwell. Apparently I didn’t make a very good job of fatherhood first time around. But I can try again with you. What d’you say?’ 

    My scab’s itching again so I give it a scratch and a bit of it flakes off and there’s blood on my finger. 

    ‘How long does stuff last in a freezer?’ 

    ‘About two years. Maybe more. Depends on the use-by date.’ 

    ‘I’ll stay two years then. Maybe more. Depending on.’

    When she comes back she might be blind in one eye cos of the sky-rat. And she’ll limp for sure.

    ‘Good. As long as there’s life, you can always find something to celebrate, Maxwell. Even in the darkest times. Like now. That’s what I think.’

    Which is weird, cos when we get to the mainland I don’t see us celebrating, not the way me and Ma celebrate. Where’s the vodka and the kill-yous, where’s singing along to Welcome to You and listening to folk spilling their guts? 

    And it’s supposed to be an upgrade.

    Oldsters prefer you to say beep instead of more florid language but otherwise Grandad slash Ramsay isn’t like the ones on Oral History cos he never talks about growth and import-export and hyper-malls. He used to be a geologist so he takes the long view and he’s got a rock collection.

    ‘Homo sapiens turned the planet into a crime scene, Maxwell, that’s the truth of it.’ He’s mending his shoe with glue. ‘Now if you believe in a god, you can say the extreme age we’re living in is part of a grand plan. But if you don’t, you just have to adapt as best you can and admire nature’s determination to thrive no matter what. Because I tell you one thing, it’s cleverer than we are. If I didn’t believe that, I’d commit suicide on the spot.’ Then he stops and puts the top back on the glue and puts the shoe down on the table. ‘Oh. Maxwell. I do apologize. My stupidity can be colossal.’

    New word: colossal. He’s looking at me but I’m watching the sky-rats and trying not to think of pecked-out eyes. It’s not his fault he knows beep all about frozen people being mended and thawed out when they’re sorted.

    It’s always soup at meals cos of his teeth. Lentil and eggplant and soy tofu and blah blah blah. 

    ‘Tell me about Emmilou, Maxwell. I’m sorry I never met her.’

    ‘She’s got mostly blonde hair and she weighs 80kgs but Mother Moon says being overweight’s OK cos it’s natural to indulge your human impulses.’

    ‘Mother Moon’s one of the therapists on the Truth Channel, is she not? I get confused with all these networks. I tried finding it, but it doesn’t transmit to the mainland apparently.’ 

    Apparently. 

    ‘No, cos Truth’s just for Zeroes and sub-Zeroes. We get it Exclusive.’

    ‘And your mum was very attached to it, eh?’

    ‘It’s on twenty-four-seven. Sometimes it makes her cry but she says that’s part of facing reality. Mother Moon helps her with that, it’s her job to shine a light.’ I do the voice. ‘Because the truth shall set you free.’

    Grandad slash Ramsay takes another spoon of soup. ‘Tell me more about Mother Moon.’

    ‘Her face is round like the moon, it’s Ma’s screensaver. You click on it and she talks.’ I’m colossally good at doing Mother Moon. Ma hates it, she says shut it, kiddo. This stuff’s getting through, but Grandad slash Ramsay’s going to like it. So I take a breath and go, ‘Hello friend. Hard times. I know. But Mother Moon feels your pain, and she’s opening up her sunny heart to you tonight, sweetheart. She’s listening.’ His eyebrows go up, so I do some more. ‘You are a courageous person, I am proud of you. It’s individuals like you who go unsung in this world, performing the heroic acts of martyrdom that enable future generations to blossom and walk free. Bless you, Child of Light.’ 

    He stops his spoon half-way to his mouth. ‘Go on.’

    ‘Sometimes after the show they’ll talk online or Mother Moon makes her click boxes and she’ll cry her guts out. And I’ll say to Ma, just stop talking to her, she’s a stupid beeping beep. But Ma says, some things you got to face.’ 

    He goes ‘Hmm,’ and puts the spoon in and then he finishes the rest like he’s in slo-mo and then he washes up even slower and I get scared cos oldsters can zap out bam, just like that. And what if that happens while Ma’s still frozen?

    They’ve started a support group for relatives. The first meeting’s at ours. There’s me and Lola and Vivvie with red hair and Georgi who’s brought diagrams of a sub-sea fish cage he’s designing with his uncle he’s apprenticed to cos he’s fourteen. We’re upstairs but if we put our ears to the floor we can hear them cos Georgi says it’s typical crap prefab. Some folk cry when they talk about their loved one but not Grandad cos he never knew Ma, and not Lola’s ma cos she hated Lola’s bio-dad and not Vivvie’s stepdad who says it’s all suspect. He says the epidemic of self-termination is suspect just like gigs of Zeroes and sub-Zeroes all catching rat flu is suspect. The buddies are suspect, the pirate channels are suspect. Who’s really behind them, who’s co-ordinating them? That’s what he’d like to know.

    Then they call us downstairs to ‘join in the chit-chat’ and they want us to sit on the sofa together, but Lola climbs onto her ma’s lap like a sub-Zero retard baby.

    ‘Maxwell’s told me about Mother Moon but I wonder, can you tell us all something about Bud, Lola?’ goes Grandad. 

    Her mum strokes her hair like Ma did to me when I was little, before she started shaving me cos of mozzies and nits. 

    ‘When the monkey was on dad’s back he talks to Bud about it after the show. Like mates,’ says Lola, and sticks her thumb back in her mouth. I hate her. 

    Georgi says, ‘My dad’s soulmate, Wise Eagle, he said his door was always open for Dad. Day or night.’ 

    ‘So these mentors or buddies or therapists or whatever we’re going to call them, what’s their job, exactly?’ says Grandad. ‘How would you all describe it?’

    ‘Mother Moon gave Ma strategies. About how to contribute,’ I say. 

    ‘My mummy didn’t have a strategy. She had Plan A,’ says Vivvie. ‘She worked it out with Dr Holmes. He’s her guardian angel. But she never got to do it cos she zapped out from swallowing five hundred and eighty-four painbusters. The red and blue ones.’

    The grown-ups all look at each other and then Grandad says,

    ‘Maxwell why don’t you show the other kids my geology stuff while we carry on in here? Take the peanuts with you.’

    Lola says Grandad’s rocks suck, even the amethyst, but Vivvie says they’re cool and Georgi borrows slash nicks two of Grandad’s gas canisters for blasting rockface, and then we go back upstairs and flick nuts at each other lying on the floor. 

    ‘They were talked into it!’ says Lola’s mum. 

    ‘Hey,’ says Georgi, fiddling with the canister. ‘I could rig this up and make a bomb.’ 

    ‘Incentivized,’ says Grandad.

    ‘Or guilt-tripped. If you’re told it’s the only way to help your kid—’ 

    ‘Or threatened.’

    ‘From what my grandson says, Mother Moon’s agenda seems to be to persuade her followers that suicide is an act of self-sacrifice and therefore the ultimate in responsible parenting.’ 

    ‘So the victims gravitate towards whichever mentor appeals to their personality profile,’ says Vivvie’s stepdad. ‘Neat.’ 

    We listen some more except Vivvie who doesn’t want to. They’re talking about how many, and where, and the System pretending it’s a bunch of pirate operators when it’s very clearly micro-managed, and it’ll be dangerous to mention it outside the group, we must take precautions. 

    Lola yawns. ‘So, Georgi. You know stuff. What exactly is a cull?’

    ‘Have you come for the meeting? Cos it’s nearly over,’ I tell the man who’s rung the doorbell. He’s tall so he squats down to my height. His eyes are the same blue as mine. 

    ‘What meeting?’ 

    ‘The support group.’

    ‘No.’ He’s looking at me weird. Where have you been my blue-eyed boy. ‘I’ve come for something else. Something I need from Ramsay. An admin thing. You must be Maxwell.’

    And then I get who he is. And I feel like doing a giant puke. 

    My bio-dad’s eating our cheese. It’s not even his kitchen. Get the beep out of here. 

    ‘Look, Maxwell, I’m sorry about your mum zapping out.’

    ‘She didn’t.’

    ‘Sorry. Passing.’

    ‘She didn’t do that either.’ Beep off and never come back, you beeping beephead. ‘She’s just in the morgue. In the reheating queue.’ 

    ‘Well whatever. Look, Maxwell. Ramsay—’

    ‘His name’s Grandad.’

    ‘He’ll have told you where I stand on this. I tell you, it’s a big shock, discovering your genes have been stolen.’ 

    Nobody stole your beeping genes. You beeped Ma, that’s all. You beeped her and fertilized her beeping egg. And here I am. So beep off, you beeping beephole.

    ‘Why did you come back then?’ 

    ‘State bureaucracy. And to say hello and goodbye to my DNA footprint.’ He smiles. ‘Which I guess would be you. And hey. Just look at you.’ He makes a click with his tongue. ‘Handsome kid.’

    When I tell Grandad who’s out there in the kitchen pigging our protein, he goes oh this is the last thing and has a word with Lola’s mum who stands up quick and says thank you for the meeting everyone, time to go, and Grandad says best get to bed, Maxwell son, and I don’t argue like I usually do but when I’m up there I still hear them even without my ear to the floor, cos soon they’re yelling. 

    ‘You mean you think it’s acceptable?’ If oldsters shout, they might have a heart attack and zap out, that can happen, true story. 

    ‘Radical problems demand radical solutions.’ 

    ‘And you played no part in inflating the index?’ Still yelling, which he mustn’t or he’ll—

    Gigabeep. 

    ‘I was eighteen, for Christ’s sake. She told me she’d had the op and I believed her because she had a skin-stamp. OK, so I was naive. She wasn’t contributing so she must’ve known she’d get Zero-rated and end up as a uni-breeder in some loserville.’

    ‘So I imagine you rejoice in this new initiative of our enlightened system, then? So-called therapists who use the airwaves to encourage islanders to top themselves?’

    ‘Islanders. Come on, Ramsay. They’re Zeroes and sub-Zeroes. So yes. I think, hey. Whatever it takes.’ 

    ‘Forced ops are bad enough, to my mind. But human culls? There’s a boy here—’

    ‘About that. Look, why I came. If you fingerprint this, he’s yours.’

    There’s no noise for a bit and then the voices go quiet and then the door slams shut and I put the pillow over my head and I lie awake thinking, I didn’t hate anyone till tonight. But now I hate two people. Mother Moon and the blue-eyed beephead who beeped my Ma. 

    Maybe I could get an iris tint. 

    I’d choose red. That’d scare him. 

    But next morning Grandad promises he’s never coming back and it’s just him and me from now on. So high fives. That’s one down and one to go. 

    Georgi says if you kill someone before you’re fourteen, you’re not responsible for murder. He’s too old but I’m not. 

    ‘I rigged this up for you. You activate the explosive mechanism by remote control.’

    It’s the gas canister, the one for blasting rockface. There’s a switch taped to it, with wires coming out. 

    Cool. 

    ■

    And then you do everything Georgi said. You take the E-train and the ferry and then you walk over to the Folk Centre and there’s Mother Moon coming out of the show with all the Zeroes screaming how much they love her, but they’re not allowed into the lobby which is where you’re waiting. And you follow her and there’s troops but Georgi’s right, no one notices a little kid so you share the lift with Mother Moon up to the fifth floor but when she gets to her door she turns round.

    ‘Hmm. You’ve been following me, chixie. Were you wanting something?’ 

    ‘Me and Ma were at the show. It’s her birthday and she wants a signed photo cos she’s your biggest fan.’ 

    ‘How cute! Well come in, chixie, and I’ll see what I can find in the way of merchandising.’ 

    The room’s huge and there’s pix of her lit up on one wall, like on Ma’s screen, saying Welcome to YOU, and a box of plastic moons with her face on, that you can hang from your ceiling like Ma did till I got mad at her for being wasted. Porkies’ll eat anything. 

    ‘Sit down, chixie. What can I offer you? Coke? An energy?’ 

    While she’s looking in the fridge I drop the rucksack on the floor and slide it behind the sofa with my foot. 

    ‘No, I’m good.’

    She shuts the fridge door. ‘Hmm. A polite kid would say No, I’m good, thank you, Mother Moon.’

    ‘Well I’m not one of them.’ 

    Her smile changes. ‘OK. Let’s level up, chixie. You said you wanted a photo for your mum but now I’m getting a different vibe. You know who I am. But who are you?’ 

    ‘My mum’s called Emmilou.’

    ‘Ah. Emmilou. Remind me.’ 

    ‘You know her. You talk every day.’

    ‘Ah. Well. I do and I don’t,’ she smiles, with her face that’s like pastry from a bake-in-a-mo bun kit. ‘You see, chixie, here’s the thing. Emmilou may talk to me. But – little secret? You saw the crowd here tonight. In my job, there isn’t time for one-on-one, much as I’d like to. But I certainly love Emmilou, and care for her deeply. Very deeply. She knows that. Shame she wouldn’t come and say hello.’ 

    ‘Cos she’s not here.’ 

    ‘I see.’ Her breathing changes, you can see it from her boobs. ‘And it’s not her birthday either, right?’ I nod yes. ‘And I guess we can forget about the signed pic too. Hmm. So you told Mother Moon a couple of untruths, chixie.’ 

    ‘She’s in the morgue. At the health station.’

    Her eyebrows frown into two ticks. Then she reaches for the alarm button on the wall and presses it like Georgi said she would. 

    ‘Ah. Big sozz to hear that. So you’re grieving. Losing a loved one’s a hard blow, but we all go through it and somehow we come out stronger people in the end. So tell me why you’re here, popsicle.’

    ‘I want you to make the doctors defrost her.’

    ‘What?’ she laughs. She shouldn’t laugh. ‘You’ll have to explain, chixie, cos I’m not quite following.’

    ‘My grandad’s old and he might zap out, so I need her back. Soon. Ma can manage with just one eye. And a limp. I’ll help her. It’s me does most things anyway. The porkies and that.’ 

    Then ew, she leans down and hugs me. She’s squelchy and she doesn’t smell of booze and kill-yous like Ma, she stinks of perfume. ‘Oh chixie.’ Her voice buzzes against my head. ‘Have a good cry with Mother Moon. Let it all out.’ 

    ‘Get the fuck off me!’ I push her off, and fuck saying beep. ‘If you don’t get my mum defrosted I’ll kill you, true story!’ 

    She presses the alarm again. 

    ‘Listen, chixie. I don’t appreciate the way you’re behaving but I salute your determination in coming here all alone, like a real little man. The big picture needs folk with your kind of drive, chixie. Brave little people full of spirit.’

    ‘I don’t give a shit about the big picture. I just want my mum.’ 

    ‘Poor love. I feel your agony, chixie. I really do. With all of my big Mother Moon heart. But I don’t have the power to bring people back from the dead. Big, big sozz about that.’ 

    My heart starts spazzing like it might pop. 

    ‘She’s not dead. I never said that.’

    She frowns. ‘Morgues are for dead people, chixie.’ What’s she on about? ‘Sounds like someone miscommunicated. Mummy’s not coming back, chixie. Cos she’s dead.’ My chest’s still spazzing. ‘Now it’s natural to want to blame someone and you might find yourself doing that when it’s sunk in. But – little explanation? I don’t choose my followers. They choose me. Folk are free agents, chixie, and you can’t prevent them doing what they want to do. A lot of Zeroes are opting to withdraw from life these days. You could call it a trend. Honest truth, the big picture can’t afford people like Mummy. She came to see that. If she did the brave thing, and it looks like she did, well she’s earned my admiration and respect. And your gratitude too, if it’s led to an upgrade. Are you living on the mainland now in a snug little prefab, chixie?’ I don’t say anything. I can’t, cos my ideas are bumping about like wild freakmen. ‘Well if you are, you have Mummy to thank for it. Steep learning curve today, mmm?’ There’s a siren outside and flashing lights. ‘Now are we going to let them put an official warning on your folk-chip? Or shall I just let you out quietly and forget about your little visit? Cos I’m generous that way, chixie.’ 

    My mouth’s dried out cos of the morgue. ‘I’ll go. I’m done here, Mother Moon.’

    She lays her fat hand on my head and steers me to the door. 

    ‘Wise choice. You’ll go far. Truly. Now how about a high-five, big man?’ 

    I take the lift down. 

    I walk out slowly, through the front door. 

    My heart’s still spazzing. 

    The troops are there, busy with walkie-talkies but Georgi was right, they don’t notice me cos I’m just a random kid, just a kid with a remote control in his pocket who knows his Ma’s not coming back, not now, not ever. 

    Ten, nine, eight. 

    I’m right in the smallest corner of the big picture. So small you can’t see me. 

    Seven six five four three two one. 

    But just wait till you hear the size of the noise I’m going to make when zero comes. ‌

    Just listen while it all goes boom. 
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